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“Some incredible degeneracy compelled a flash of 
admiration for her exquisite body, even in its limp 
position on the floor. It lasted however only: as long 
as it took for my eyes to make the trip from body to 
head. It had to be her head because it was her body; 
otherwise I would never have known. No distin- 
guishable feature was left. Just a mass of blood and 
torn-up flesh.” 


Bret Karns, movietown photographer, really got an 
exclusive eyeful of his old flame who had been so bru- 
tally extinguished. Bret didn’t get a second look, though, 
because somebody then put the lights out on him with 
a blow from behind. And when Bret came to, it was to 
find that the boys in blue had already voted oe their 
favorite lady-killer. 


SCARLET STARLET is a Hollywood mystery in vivid 
Murdercolor! = 
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Bret Karns 
Bret knew nothing, yet he still knew too much. 


Deborah Stark 
Her husband protected her from everything—even her- 
self. 
‘ Lloyd Baldwin 


To” him sex was art...and he was the artists’ 
artist. 


“Holly Hock” 
As a professional virgin, her job was to be chaste. 


% 
Sam Kelvin 


Being a mogul didn’t make Sam a dull boy—some- 
times he was all play. 


Desiree Simone 


_ Her life was controlled by an ominous man’s desires. 


SCARLET STARLET 


by 
DOUG WARREN‘ 


ACE BOOKS, INC. 
23 West 47th Street, New York 36, N. Y.. 


SCARLET STARLET 
Copyright ©, 1959, by Ace Books, Inc. 
All Rights Reserved 


THE KNAVE OF DIAMONDS 
Copyright ©, 1959, by Ace Books, Ine. 


Printed in U.S.A. 


Chapter One 


SHooTInc premiéres is a hassle, because you stand around 
with nothing to do for an hour, ‘and then all hell breaks. 


loose. You have stars coming out of your ears. To the right 
of you, to the left of you; all over the place. They all try to 
be last to make the grand entrance, so, consequently, they 
all show at once. Then you have about twenty minutes to 
make all your shots, which in most cases amount to about 
fifty. In my case it’s three times that many, because I shoot 
for three magazines. 

I had to hop around like a Keystone Cop to get my third 
shot of Brick Mason and Audrey Moon. I was getting set to 
grab one for insurance, when a big “ohhhh” from the bleach- 


ers told me I should be down front. By the time I got there — 


a couple of dozen elbowing, snarling gentlemen of the press 
had already closed in around the party of interest. By poking 
my camera into a head or two, I was able to see, in sub- 
liminal-type flashes, the arrival of the Kelvins. First to come 
through the tight opening was Sam Kelvin, who was leading 


his wife, Deborah Stark. The third and last member of the. 


party was Kelvin’s ever-present right-hand man, Lloyd Bald- 
win. 

I make one quick shot and moved in closer for a second. 
When I looked into the viewer, something seemed to be 
missing. I looked up, or I should say down, because that’s 
where she was; down flat on her back. I found myself 
gazing dumbfoundedly at the exclusive undergarments of 
none other than the famous Deborah Stark. I held a sneak 
thought about how well built she was for her age, but let it 
go in a hurry. Instead of this, I decided to be embarrassed. 
So there I stood embarrassed as hell. 

The splendidly groomed Baldwin was half bent over as 
though wondering what protocol would demand in a situa- 
tion of this kind, but his indecision was eased by Kelvin, who_ 
yanked his wife’s skirts into place. Then Baldwin helped 
Kelvin lift the actress to her unsteady feet. The buzz of the 
crowd had subsided, leaving the bleachers weirdly silent as 
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6 SCARLET STARLET 
the two men helped the stupidly grinning woman into the 
theater, 

The reaction of the fans to the limousine loads of stars 
that followed the Kelvin drama was noticeably flat. Perhaps 
they felt like I did—a little sick at the sight of death. This 
wasn’t the first death either. This would be Deborah Stark’s 
second death. The first occurred ten years before when she 
drank herself out of stardom into the obscurity demanded by 
confinement in a mental institution. 

Kelvin’s publicity staff had led us to believe she was 
cured. This was supposed to be the new Deborah Stark. 
There had even been a network TV show commemorating 
her fight back to reality, and Kelvin had given her the 
juicy lead in Patterns of Blue. According to the columnists 
who had seen the Patterns previews, her performance in the 
production was a cinch to get her an Oscar. Everything was 
looking great for the former star. That is, until tonight. I 
wondered what the columnists would say now. 

I had seen the preview of the movie, so when the big 
doors were finally pulled shut, I remained outside. By the 
time the audience got their first peek at the movie, I was 
heading my T-Bird to the Sunset Strip and my studio. I had 
a date to take Madden’s prettiest staff member to the party 
at the Mocambo after the big showing, but I could use the 
time in between to better advantage than sitting through a 
repeat helping of heavy drama. 

The better advantage I had in mind was to catch up on the 
lab work which had to be done. When I got to the studio, 
I went right to the darkroom and locked myself up with my 
rolls of film. I was loading the last roll into the tank when 
the phone outside in the office started to ring. I fired a few 
favorite swear words into the darkness, and went on with 
what I was doing. 

As every photographer knows, the phone has to ring when 
you're alone in the darkroom. You could sit alone in the 
office in absolute silence for twelve years, but when you shut 
yourself in the darkroom the phone’s got to ring. It was ring- 
ing when I set the timer and switched on the light. It was 
still ringing when I unlocked the door. It rang as I walked 
through the hallway to the front office. I grabbed the phone 
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with a dripping hand and put it to my ear. I didn’t bother 
to say hello, because the sound at the other end was a dial 
tone. 

Figuring they would call again, I sat down and waited. I - 
waited a good five minutes and then called Rickie. “Hi, ~ 
lover,” I said. “You call a while ago?” 

She hadn’t, but it took five minutes more to assure her 
that I’d pick her up at ten forty-five as had been previously 
decided. With that over I waited another ten minutes or so. 
At least until the timer in the darkroom went off. I was in 
the process of dunking the negatives in the shortstop when - 
the ringing started again. They weren’t going to fool me this 
time..I dropped the spools in the hypo and ran. “Hello, 
Karns here,” I said. 

This time the phone wasn’t dead, but whoever was on the 
other end wasn’t doing much talking. After about a six 
count wait, I said, “Come on, make some noise. What do 
you want?” 

Finally a very feminine voice purred, “That you, Bret 
baby?” 

“This is Karns,” I said. “Who’s this?” 

“Don’t sound so mean, honey lover,” an Alabama accent 
wailed. “This is Lisle.” 

“What the hell do you—” Then I checked myself. “What 
do you want, Lisle?” ; 

Lisle was an unwelcome memory. A reminder of a time 
in my life that had me playing the part of a Hollywood 
character. It was a turbulent, hectic period that I was much 
happier forgetting. It was my kind of life before Rickie. I 
don’t mean that she played the part of reformer. I think she 
just helped me grow up a little. : 

“Just wanted to say hello,” Lisle said. “Wanted to say 
hello and ask you to come over.” 

“Now come off it. What do you want this time?” 

“Well, all right, grouchy,” she pouted verbally. “I'll get 
right to the old point.” There was a pause which I failed to 
fill, then she said, “Who do you think I had as a guest this ~ 
afternoon? None other than the famous Deborah Stark.” — ; 

Here was a pause I couldn’t fill, My one-track mind was 
computing the sum total of two and two. Lisle was pretty 
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chummy with Kelvin while his wife was in the rest home. 
It wasn’t commonly known, but I sure knew about it be- 
cause Lisle told me. In fact, she called me something paral- 
leling a bum, and said she was about to marry the famous 
producer, Sam Kelvin, and for me not to bother her any 
more. 

“So you're the one who helped her slip.” 

“Then it worked!” she said gleefully. “Bret, darling, you’ve 
simply got to hurry right over here and tell me all about it.” 

“T may come over,” I said after thinking about it a minute, 
“but you're the one who’s going to be telling me.” 

“The door will be open as usual, love.” 

“Know something, Lisle?” 

“What, honey?” 

“You're a rotten bitch!” 

She made a kissing sound, and said, “I just love you for 
things like that.” 

I hung up. 

I went back and checked a couple of negatives that had 
started to clear, and decided to make the call on Lisle while 
they were fixing. I figured I could settle my business with 
her, come back and slip the negs in the wash, and still be 
in plenty of time for my date with Rickie. I had about an hour 
in which to do it all. 

Lisle’s plush apartment was on Sweetzer Drive, a little 
south of Sunset. I could have walked it in two minutes, but 
didn’t think of it until I tried to find a place to park. As I 
came up to the front of her place, a perfect parking spot 
was being taken by a black and beautiful Mercedes-Benz. 
I would have admired it under different circumstances; as 
it was it caused my having to park almost a block away. 
Besides that, I had to climb a hill to get back where I 
wanted to go. Such, I philosophized, as I panted past the 
kidney-shaped pool in the patio, are the paradoxical circum- 
stances one is rutted into when one is born a victim of the 
Machine Age. I welcomed a deep breath when I finally 
stood in front of the apartment door. 

Lisle would try to work me around as usual. She would be 
wearing a minimum of clothing, too. I had an idea of what I 
might expect, but this time I was going to do the handling. 
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I remembered her saying the door would be open. It was, 
and I walked inside. 

Lisle was waiting in the living room all right, and my 
breath caught sharply at the sight of her. My prophecy of 
her attire was a bit light. She wasn’t wearing’ a minimum of 
clothing; she was wearing nothing at all. I missed again in my 
idea that she would try to work me around. This she would. 
never do. Never to me or anyone else. Lisle was dead. 


Chapter Two 


SoME INCREDIBLE degeneracy compelled a flash of admiration 
for her exquisite body, even in its limp position on the floor, 
It lasted, however, only as long as it took for my eyes to 
make the trip from body to head. It had to be her head 
because it was her body; otherwise I would never have . 
known. No distinguishable feature was left. Just a mass of 
blood and torn up flesh. 

I wanted to move out of there, and move fast, but notte 

seemed to happen. I think I must have hit the panic switch. 
I know my heart was making like a tom-tom, and my mouth 
was mighty dry, but this time I was going to stay around. 
There was another time when panic caused a blackout. It 
was when I was with the Signal Corps on Leyte. I was shoot- 
ing telephotos of Jap installations, when instinct told me to 
turn around. I did in time to see a bayonet headed for my 
midsection. All went blank, until I came around with a 
limp Jap’s head in my hands. I was banging it against a 
rock, I heard the clunking sound the head made. against 
that rock for a long time. I thought I was hearing it now 
again. 

I was hearing a clunking all right. In a sudden piercing 
of light through fog, I realized that this time my own head 
was making the noise, This time I didn’t have anything to 
do with it. When I got back my power of reasoning, the 
throbbing ache in my head told me I had been slugged. | 

Getting to my feet seemed like the hardest job I'd ever 
tackled, and remaining on them was even harder. I felt 
like I was riding the surf in an inner-tube, like my feet and 
legs weren’t part of me. I could feel that my strength was 
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on the way back, but I was also aware that I couldn’t wait 
for it. Whoever slugged me probably had presence of mind 
enough to set me up as his big fat patsy. 

I picked Lisle’s back door for my exit. I had already 
taken an unsteady step in that direction when the sound 
of an approaching siren encouraged my steps to become 
steadier. 

The fresh night air snapped me back to pretty good health 
except for my throbbing head. I was even able to scale the 
fence between the apartment building and the next yard. In 
fact, before I reached the alley behind my office, I had made 
it over a total of four fences. When I got inside, I flopped 


- into an old wicker chair I had been meaning to get rid of. 


Why, I couldn’t figure out. Why would I want to get rid of 
a chair as comfortable as this? 

I cussed when the phone kept ringing. Why, I wondered, 
does the phone always ring when I’m locked up in the dark- 
room? It took a little while to realize that I wasn’t in the 
darkroom at all. I slowly figured out that I was in the old 
wicker chair by the back door. I made a stumbling trip to 
the front office, and lifted the phone from the cradle. “Yeah,” 
was all I could say. Then Rickie’s voice came back, “Bret, 
is that you?” 

“Wha—oh, yeah, baby. Sure.- What’s up?” 

“Do you know what time it is?” 

“No. What time is it?” 

“Why, it’s past eleven. Have you been drinking?” 

“No, nothing like that,” I said, coming around. “But now 
that you mention it, I think I could use one.” 

I didn’t fill in any details over the phone. I told her to hop 
in her relic and meet me at the office. While I was waiting, I 
managed somehow to get the negs out of the fix and into 
the wash. It must have taken me an awfully long time, be- 


. cause by the time I finished this simple operation, Rickie’s 


high heels were clicking their way down the hall. 

I might have died any time about here, if it hadn’t been 
for the stimulation charged into me at the sight of my doll 
dressed up. Even in burlap she would be enough, but this 
was too much. She had poured herself into something black 
and shiny that clung to every curve like a wet leaf to a 
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log. It clung from the north at about where the tan stops, 
and followed the entire route south to hipsville, where it 
spread out as though relieved that the trip was finally over. 

By looking in a neutral direction, I was able to lay my 
case before her. By the time I finished, she returned with a 
verdict of not guilty to the charge of standing her up. “But. 
why didn’t you wait and tell the police what happened?” she - 
said. 

“Look,” I said. “Can’t you see? I was set up as a patsy. It 
would be kind of hard to explain.” 

“But you know the Hollywood detectives as well as you 
know me.” 

“Not quite as well,” I hastened to say. 

“Well, you know what I mean. I mean they would know 
you couldn’t do anything like that.” 

“Perhaps if this happened in Tranquillity, Ohio, a I 
knew the cops there as well as the ones here, I’d go along 
with you. But this is Hollywood. The cops work objectively. 
They don’t let personalities enter into it. They know this is a. 
crazy town full of psychos, and under the circumstances it 
would be hard to convince them that I’m not one of them.” 

“What do you intend to do then?” ’ 

“Find the killer, of course.” 

“Do you think you're qualified to play detective?” 

“Perhaps not qualified, but determined.” 

I was sitting on the edge of the desk in the office. She was 
standing a few feet away. She came over to me and put her 
hands around my neck, and kissed me lightly on the lips. 
Then she asked, “How can I help?” 

Before I could think of an answer she was pulling her 
hands away like she had just lost the ends of them in an 
electric fan. “Bret!” she exclaimed. “You're bleeding.” 

She was right; I was bleeding. But that was the first I had 
known about it, which shows to what degree of silliness I had 
been sapped, because not only was my hair sticky with tired 
blood, but my best cashmere suit was ruined by the drip- . 
pings. 

We went upstairs to my combination bachelor apartment 
and studio, where Rickie administered to my wound with 
a swab of iodine. I was negative to her insistence that I see 
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a doctor, and this was the compromise. As I changed my coat, 
she offered all sorts of advice on taking care of myself, and 
how dangerous concussions can be. She finally eased up a bit 
when I swore on my exposure meter that I would carefully 
heed her warnings. Then she listened to what I had to say. 

I knew Lisle’s area would still be hot with the police, so 


-my plan was to borrow Rickie’s car. She was to transfer to 


my T-Bird, with the photo equipment in the back, and go 
to the Mocambo and shoot the party. She insisted she wasn’t 
dressed for taking pictures, and I sure had to agree. The 
party had to be covered though, and, since she had helped 
me out successfully a couple of times in the past, I knew she 
could handle it. Then, too, she could keep me posted with 
the activities at that end. 

I ducked down when I spotted the law wagons in front of 
Lisle’s, and was glad [had to park so far away when I was 
there before. I dropped Rickie at my car with little in the 
way of parting ceremony, and kicked both working cylinders 


‘of her jalopy into rapid action. After vibrating my way past 


a couple of intersections, I had at least arrived at one major 
decision. I was going to campaign to get Rickie a raise. No_ 
one in this day and age should be poor enough to have to 
drive a wreck like this. Madden should be ashamed. 
My first squealing stop was at the theater. I didn’t want to 
pass up any possibilities, so this was the first thing I had to 
check out. There was no problem in getting inside the place, 
but it didn’t do much good. One of a sleepy group of three 
men from a cleaning service informed me that the manager, 
along with everybody else, had left about midnight. It was 
now, obviously, later than that. On the way back to Rickie’s 
car I passed an all-night hash house. Inside the hash house, 


sitting at the counter, I saw a pair of light blue trousers with 


a gold stripe. This had to be one of the ushers from the 
theater. I decided to have a chat with him before proceeding 
on an alternate route. 

I sat on a conveniently empty stool beside him, and or- 
dered a cup of black. After a minute or two I spoke to him. 

“You must have had kind of a busy night next door,” I said 
genially, 

When I caught his reaction, I began to regret the whole 
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thing. His previously sullen face lit up like a dainty little 
Christmas tree. He had that “Golly, maybe I won’t go blank 
tonight after all,” expression on his face. “Gee. Did we ever!” 
he said, letting his excitement run wild. 

The routine was started so I thought I might as well see 
it through. “I was around there earlier,” I said, “but I . 
missed the bit with Deborah Stark. Did you catch it?” 

“Gosh, Was that ever something! Do you know what was 
the matter with her?” 

“No. What?” 

“She was absolutely stinky,” he whispered, much too con- 
fidentially. “And very few people know what happened to her 
inside.” 

“What did?” 

He said, “Well . . .” and then stopped. Then, in a tone 
suggesting extreme secrecy, he continued, “Maybe I shouldn’t 
tattle out of school. ‘ 

“Aw, come on,” I begged broadly. 

“Are you a movie star or something?” he said. “You know — 
I could get fired if my boss found out I was tattling.” 

“No, but I'll be perfectly honest with you,” I said, making 
up a lie. “I’m from Iowa. I’m here on vacation, and I'd sure 
like to give the folks back home an earful. Catch on?” 

“Oh, I catch on,” he chirped. And then to emphasize what 
came next, he planted a firm hand on my knee. “You sure — 
came to the right lad. Why, I could tell you stories what 
would leave you gasping.’ ; 

As I pried his eager hand from my knee, I reminded, “You 
were telling me about Deborah Stark. Remember?” 

“Oh, yes. Well she got sick inside just after the movie 
started. Now, you won't believe this, but she actually urped 
right in her evening bag. I honestly think I’m the only one 
who saw it besides her husband.” 

“What happened then?” 

“Well, Mr. Ridgely, our manager, let Mr. Kelvin take 
her into the office.” ' 

-“Did they come back into the theater later on?” 

“No, they never did. And they were gone after the picture 
ended, because I checked Mr. Ridgely’s office myself.” 

“Then they could have left the building shortly after the 
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_ beginning of the picture?” 
“I suppose so, but why do you ask?” he said, getting sus- 
picious. “You know, you act more like a detective than a 


tourist from Iowa.” 


is Getting up, I said, “How could you think a thing like 
- that about me?” Then I looked at him directly, and said, 
“You know, I think I’d like to tweak your cheek.” 

“Tweak away,” he said happily. ; 

I did and then I tossed a quarter on the counter and got 
out of there. His screaming was unbearable. 

After I got outside I was sure I would have been happier 
staying where I was. That is, when I saw what I had to face. 
“Hello, Karns,” the familiar voice said. “Been watching you 
in there. When did you make the switch?” 

“Oh hi, Lieutenant,” I said with phony nonchalance. I let 
his sarcastic remark pass unchallenged, since I was enter- 
taining more important thoughts. Such as whether or not 
to start running. I decided not. Lieutenant Ryan would never 
have caught me, but I wasn’t so sure about his younger, 
leaner colleague. The lieutenant was propped against Rickie’s 
car, chewing on his ever-present kitchen match. “Kinda 
thought our paths would cross again, Mr. Karns. Let’s see,” 
he said, massaging his long chin. “It’s been around three 
years, hasn’t it?” 

He knew exactly how long it had been and so did I. 
I felt a slight case of the shakes as I surveyed the hulk in 
front of me. The contrast of his size beside Rickie’s ten-year- 
old Chevy made the car look like a miniature copy of my 
Thunderbird. “Just about that long, Lieutenant,” I said, 
feeling like a kid caught in the act of playing doctor with the 
little girl next door. “However, I hope that’s all water over 
the dam by now. I was just doing my job.” 

After a scrutinizing pause, which seemed more than mo- 
mentary, he straightened quickly. “You're right, Karns,” he 
said. “That’s exactly what it is. Just water over the dam. Of 


course, I happened to be standing where I got a little wet, 


but then that’s life, isn’t it?” 

He didn’t wait around for me to say anything. He grabbed 
my arm, saying, “Now it’s your tum to get a little damp.” 
Then he marched me to the police car parked ahead of 
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I hadn’t noticed that Ryan’s buddy had a .38 pointed in 
my. direction, but I became acutely aware of it when he sat 
down beside me in the back seat. Ryan got behind the wheel 
and spun the Ford in a U-turn on Hollywood Boulevard, 
and headed downtown. 

“What are you grabbing me for, Lieutenant?” I-asked. 

“My dear lad,” Ryan said over his shoulder, “it’s a very 
minor charge. I think they call it murder.” 

“Murder!” I screamed, trying to act surprised. “You must 
be sick!” 

As Ryan stopped for a red light at Gower Street, he turned | 
half around in his seat. “I may be sick, punk head,” he said, 
“but that won’t change the charge.” 

The light changed and he started up again. “Now look, 
Ryan,” I said, leaning forward toward the front seat. “I 
know you hate my guts, but who hates enough to pin a 
phony murder rap on a guy? Who, for instance, am I sup- 
posed to have killed?” 

Ryan’s partner, who had yet to utter one word, grabbed 
my shirt front in a backhand motion and slammed me back 
on the seat. 

“Take it easy, gabby,” I said, straightening my tie. “Your 
ad-libs might get you in bad with the teacher.” 
He raised his pistol, as if to slap me with it, and said, 

“Why, for two cents I’d—” 

Without looking back, Ryan said, “Relax, Vinelli.” Vinelli 
did what he was told. 

“Who am I supposed to have murdered, Lieutenant?” I 
tried again. 

“A girl who used to be a cute little doll,” he snapped at | 

e. “A former girl friend of yours, who now has no use at 
all for a torn-up kisser. A girl named Lisle Lambert.” 

“You really think I did it, huh?” é 

“I know goddamn well you did it, and you're going to sniff 
cyanide for it, or I'll volunteer for door-testing duty.” 

“Well, you’d better get out your walking shoes, pal.” 

When Vinelli looked to teacher for further instructions, I 
let go with a well-aimed elbow that caught him in front of 
the ear. His bang-bang dropped to the floor and I grabbed © 
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it. Ryan was just making the turn off the boulevard onto the 
freeway when all this happened, and before he could take his 
eyes off the road, I was out the door. As I sprinted off into 
the night, I gave the cannon I was holding a big heave. 


Chapter Three 


Wuen I was a bit younger, this sort of thing was a cinch for 
me. In fact, once upon a time I was the only ten-second 
man on the Kent State College football team. But after hav- 
ing clicked a couple of notches past thirty, and after a few 
years of athletics no more strenuous than the boudoir type, I 
was rapidly attaining the situation of having had it. 

By the time I sagged to a stop behind some bushes 
across from the Studio Club, I decided I must have hurdled 
more fences, and cut across more back yards, than any ten 
of Hollywood’s most ubiquitous Peeping Toms did in a life- 
time. In fact, practically the whole damn night had been 
devoted to this diversion. Then it occurred to me also, a- 
long with my reflections about Peeping Toms, that this 
was one hell of a place to be taking it easy. With the Studio 
Club being the home-away-from-home for scores of beauti- 
ful female TV and movie aspirants, the area must be one of 
the most heavily patrolled in Hollywood. With these thoughts 
in mind, I groaned to my feet and began speculating as to 
what chances I would have in making it across the brightly 
lit Vine Street intersection which lay a block ahead. My 
bedraggled countenance might just attract the wrong kind of 


attention. 


I stood there a moment in extreme contemplation, when 


‘I realized that my eyes were focused on the answer. The an- 


swer was in the form of a neat little rust-colored Volkswagen 
Sun Top. A girl I knew lived about two doors from where I 
stood, and this was her car. I hadn’t seen her in several 


-months, but the presence of her car assured that she must 
still be living in the same duplex. This girl, as a matter of 


fact, was a former roommate of Lisle’s. She might even 
be able to supply something in the way of information. The 
very least she could do would be to drive me out of the 
bright lights. This wasn’t too much to ask in consideration of 
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the favors I had done her. The favors I had done her were a- 
long the lines of publicity, and what starlet doesn’t place a 
high value on publicity? At least, these were the positive- 
type thoughts I was entertaining. 

Her side of the converted frame house was mighty dark, 
but I knocked anyway. I didn’t make much racket, however, 
considering the close proximity of her adjacent neighbors. 
When front door activity brought forth no results, I re- 
peated the effort in the back. This effort, too, ended with 
a big fat blank. My friend was either a sound sleeper or she 
was out on a date. I returned to the front of the building 
where I saw a car double parked at the curb. In the dim 
glare of the street light I watched a girl plant a kiss on the 
lad behind the steering wheel. I figured it was one of the 
Studio Club’s starlets until I heard her voice say, “Relax the 
paws, Junior. I told you I had an early call. Now if you 
don’t mind, I'll bid you a fond farewell.” 

With that said, she did it. She stepped out of the coupé, 
saluted, and said, “Fond farewell.” The boy grumbled some- 
thing inaudible, ground the gears together, and took off in 
a huff. This wasn’t the girl I had in mind, but it was a good 
second choice. She was a dancer who was the other oc- 
cupant of the duplex whose doors I had been beating. She 
was my friend’s roommate, Susan Law. 

I stepped away from the house and as she came up the 
walk I called in a whisper, “Susan.” 

She jumped back, startled, but recognized me_ before 
anything as drastic as a scream happened. Then she re- 
laxed back into her self-assured, sarcastic style. “Hello, 
honey,” she said. “Of all people to be playing peek-a-boo 
from behind bushes.” 

“It’s a long story,” I said, “and I can’t explain at the . 
moment. I want you to do me a favor.” 

“Why, anything at all . . . practically,” she said, sound-- 
ing like Mae West. “What’s the chore?” 

“I need a ride,” I said. “Do you have a car?” - 

“Afraid not. I’m the taxi, bus, or jalopy type myself, what- 
ever happens to be available at the moment.” 

“Forget it then,” I said. “I saw Holly’s car there and I 
was hoping you might have one yourself.” 
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“Maybe Holly would help you out,” she suggested. 

“I already tried. She must be out on a date.” 

“If you mean that you knocked on the door and no one 
answered, it doesn’t mean a thing. If there’s one thing Holly 
excels at it’s sleeping. You could bulldoze the house out 
from its foundation and she wouldn’t even blink.” 

Susan unlocked the door and let us in. Before I let her 
turn on a light, I checked the venetian blinds. “What did 
you do, handsome?” Susan questioned. “Send a nasty letter 
to Louella Parsons?” 

“No, nothing that bad,” I said, going along with the gag. 
“T'm just suspected of committing a murder.” 

_ Oh, is that all?” She shrugged. “Ill go and begin oper- 
ation wake-up.” 

I eased into a very comfortable chair and Susan went 
into another room. The girls had a nicely furnished and very 
attractive apartment, considering the fact that the building 
was an old one. The immaculate condition of the place 
would be due to Holly. Holly was regarded as a no-talent nit- 
wit in the art circles, but she was neat—and of course she 
had other attributes which brought her jobs now and then. 


Most important, she had one of the greatest bodies in all - 


filmdom. Right on a par, I might add, with the deceased 
Lisle Lambert. When they shared their apartment, they 
even passed themselves off as sisters because they were 
built so much alike. They both had blonde hair, too, but 
that was where the gag usually ended. Sooner or later 
Holly just had to advise anyone interested that she was a 


natural blonde and that Lisle was of the beauty-shop variety. 


She was telling the truth about Lisle all right—I could attest 
to that. But when it came to the validity of the claims about 
herself, I wouldn’t know. She might have been on the level 
though, since she was of Polish extraction. Her name back 
in Scranton had been Thelma Gutinski. The first thing she 
did when she hit Hollywood was change it slightly to Holly 
Hock. 

As grateful as I was for the comfortable seat, the time had 
come for me to start becoming a little restless. I had things 
to do, and time was fleeting. I was about ready to give up the 
idea entirely, when Susan finally re-entered the room. “It 
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just isn’t right,” she said, plunking herself down on the 
couch disgustedly. 

“What's that?” 

“That anyone can sleep that soundly. I could take sleep- 
ing pills like peanuts, and still toss and turn.” 

“When do you think I might expect the grand entrance?” 
I asked sarcastically. 

' “Oh, she'll be along any day now,” Susan replied. “The 
worst part of the operation is over. Now all she has to do is 
comb her hair, apply, her make-up, pick out an appropriate 
item of clothing 

“Holly!” I yelled. “Burry up, damn it.” 

“I'm coming,” came the faint reply. 

It was obviously a long, long trip she was making. Enough 
time passed for her to walk in from West L.A. Susan had 
already told me the-story of her theatrical career from the 
time she left Joplin, Missouri, right up to her present part 
as a dancer in a South Seas television offering being shot, 
of all places, at the Kelvin ranch. She was mentioning that 
she had just hired a press agent, my good friend Bob Snyder, 
when the hall door became filled with our tardy friend 
Holly. 

There she stood, with short hair tousled just right, in a 
Chinese dress that she must have spent all this time spray- 
ing on. “Did you want to see me, Mr. Karns?” she asked 
breathlessly. 

My cynical witticism would have been wasted on her any- 
way, so I simply said, “Yes, Holly. As a matter of fact, I do.” 

She tripped lightly to the couch and sat down. She leaned 
forward, looking more interested than anyone could honestly 
be at this hour of the morning. 

“I'm suspected of committing a murder, Holly.” Her 
mouth opened in a little O. “I didn’t do it, let me hasten to 
add, but there are police in this fair city who like to believe 
that I did.” 

“Who . . . whom did you kill?” she asked innocently. 

“Holly, I already told you, I didn’t actually do it,” I said, 
already fed up with her. “But they think I murdered an old 
friend of yours—Lisle Lambert.” 

Now the act was over for Holly. Her mouth really dropped 
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’ open when she heard this. “Lisle?” she exclaimed, with what 
seemed to be genuine disbelief. 

I nodded. Holly looked at Susan with mouth still open. 
Susan showed no reaction, but then she wasn’t the demon- 
Strative type. 

I tossed the girls the high lights of my little story. Holly 
was shocked as hell, and kept reiterating her utter disbelief 
that anyone would want to kill little Lisle. Susan, by contrast, - 
had little to say, but that was her personality and she actual- 
ly had known Lisle only casually. 

“Do you have any idea who might have done it, Holly?” 

“Me!” she shrieked. “How would I have any idea who did 
cite” 

“Well, do you?” 

“Nobody but Sam Kelvin, - dhe said, after giving the matter 
a full second’s thought. “I can’t imagine who else would be 
mad enough at Lisle to kill her.” 

This gave me a jolt, but it shouldn’t have, knowing Holly. 
I remained as calm as I could, and asked, “Why do you 
suspect Sam Kelvin?” 

“Well, you know that they were pretty thick there for a 
while, don’t you?” . 

“Sure I do,” I said. “But then Lisle and I were pretty thick 
for a while too.” 

“That’s right,” she said seriously. “You were, weren’t you?” 

“But never mind that, Holly. I said I didn’t do it. Why 
did you say Sam Kelvin? Because of that spat they had?” 

“Spat?” she exclaimed. “Boy, you don’t know the half of 
it.” 

“What happened?” 

“Well, for one thing, he poked her right in the eye. I saw 
him do it myself.” 

“Tell me about it, Holly.” 

“Well,” she started out, “Mr. Kelvin was the jealous type, 
and Lisle always used to tease him about other men. Like 
you for instance.” 

“Well, that shouldn’t have upset him too much,” I said. 
“She was doing the same thing with me.” 

“One time when she was going out with you,” she went 
on, “Lisle told Mr. Kelvin she was doing a modeling job. 


SCARLET STARLET 21 


He found out and they had this big fight. Lisle told him he | 
wasn't half the man you are, Mr. Karns.” 

“Well, he’s not,” I said, for no particular reason. “Of 
course, that’s merely my opinion.” I laughed a little and 
Holly looked blank. : 

Susan smiled then and got up, saying, “Sorry, kids. The — 
time has come. Early call, you know.” 

I told Susan to say hello to Bob Snyder for me. She said 
she would do it in the morning at the ranch. With that, 
she left me alone with Holly. 

“What happened when Lisle told Kelvin—you know— 
what you said?” 

“He smacked her.” 

“Kelvin hit her?” 

“Right in the eye.” 

As Holly mentioned the eye, I remembered the occasion. 
Lisle had told me that she had done a bit in a western and 
had fallen off the horse. My old friend Lisle was pretty good 
at fabrications, all right, and she had a happy little habit of 
playing both ends against the middle. “I bet the black eye 
cost Kelvin plenty,” I said. 

“The next day,” said Holly, “the most beautiful silver mink 
you ever saw was delivered to Lisle.” 

“So that’s where she got it,” I said, being carried away 
again in my reminiscences. “Was he a regular caller after the 
coat bit?” 

“Well, I was only there one more day.” 

“Why? What happened?” 

“Well, Mr. Karns,” she started out, and as she started I 
knew which way she would go. Holly had sort of a fixation. 
She knew she had a great body, but professed strict virginity. 
Some Hollywood dolls are like that. They keep pointing up 
the fact that they would rather die than succeed by using 
their bodies. Holly, however, was a little more twisted than 
that. It’s one thing to tell everyone, interested or not, that 
youre a virgin, but when you go imto all the details of the 
constant battles that confront you in maintaining that state, 
something’s wrong. Holly was swinging into one of those 
accounts now. I could feel it coming. 

“Lisle was out the next afternoon,” she continued. “I guess 
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she was showing her new coat to her friends—” 

“Yeah, I was one of them.” 

“Well, since I wasn’t expecting Mr. Kelvin to call so soon 
after their fight, I took a sun bath out on the sun porch. I 
was lying there with practically nothing on. In fact, I didn’t 
have a thing on except my sheer panties. I had nothing on 
up here at all.” As she said this she planted both hands on 
her dandies. “I heard something behind me. When I looked, 
I saw Mr. Kelvin. Lord knows how long he’d been standing 
there. I might have screamed, I don’t know, but I do know I 
covered myself as quick as I could. Mr. Kelvin didn’t say 
anything for the longest time. He just kept staring. Finally 
he’ came toward me, mumbling something. I think it was 
something vulgar . . . I don’t know. I—I—” 

Then she threw her arms around me and let fly with the 
tears. This Holly could do very well. “He felt me all over,” 
she sobbed. “He tore my little panties right off me, and threw 
me down on the floor. I was half inside and half on the sun 
porch when he threw himself on top of me. Now Mr. Kelvin’s 
a pretty heavy man, and he almost knocked the wind right 
out of me, but I still fought and struggled until he gave up. 
He left the apartment then, and I’ve never seen him since. 


- I moved out the next day.” 


’ The lack of details after the part where he threw himself 
on top of her gave me a pretty good idea of what probably 
happened, but I was content to let it end her way. There 
were more important matters on my mind. “Now pull your- 
self together, Holly,” I said, as sympathetically as possible. 
“All of that’s just history now.” 

“I know, Mr. Karns, but things like that happen to me all 
pe pine. Why is it that men keep wanting to do things to 
me 

I said, “You’re a very attractive girl, Holly.” Then I said, - 
in my best philosophical style, “I guess it’s just one of those 
things.” 

“You know, Mr. Karns, I don’t think a good girl stands 
a chance in mean old Hollywood. I’ve almost decided to give 
the whole thing up.” 

Upon saying this, she crowded all over me. I was starting 
to ask whether she meant to give up Hollywood or her 
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virginity, but the way she was grabbing me answered the 
question before it was asked. “Now, Holly,” I said. “There’s 
a time and a place, you know. Let’s go into this some other 
time, okay?” : 

She panted, “Whatever you say, Mr. Karns. I really con- 
sider you a friend.” 

“That’s nice,” I said, getting up. “Friends are the greatest. 
Now, ah, you wait here a minute. I have to use your phone.” 

Walking across the room, all I could think of was, Wow! 
I said it to myself quite a few times. : 


Chapter Four 


My sEconD CALL reached Rickie at the office. I blew the first 
one on the Mocambo. A glance at a clock, or a little reason- 
ing, would have told me the place was closed by now; but 
then I was entitled to a goof or two after a night like this 
one. 

I brought Rickie up to date, and she did the same with 
me. The most important information I picked up in the ex- 
change was that neither of the Kelvins had attended the 
party. I didn’t really expect that they would have gone, 
under the circumstances, but I wanted to know for sure. 
Rickie also informed me that as she was speaking she was 
being observed from across the street. Her description of 
the plain-wrapper car, and the two lads in it, made the quiz 
easy. It had to be Ryan and his stooge. I told her they would 
tag her for a while, and then ask some questions. She knew 
what answers to give them—none. 

I told her I would contact her at my first opportunity, and 
she promised to mind the shop for me. All in all, our little 
conversation was quite a pleasant one, until she started 
asking how her car was running and stuff like that. I, of 
course, had to tell her that I abandoned it on Hollywood 
Boulevard, and then ‘one thing led to another until I got® — 
to the part about Holly, and my being with her at the mo- 
ment. Apparently, Rickie liked a lot of people a lot better 
than Holly. She started sputtering all kinds of slanderous 
things, which prompted me to hang up. I just couldn’t be a 
party to such carryings on. 


t 


24 SCARLET STARLET 

Holly was entertaining a sleepy pout when I rejoined 
her, but I went ahead and asked anyway. “Holly, I know 
you want to get to bed,” I said, “so how about lending me 


your car for a while?” 


Her mouth dropped open at the very suggestion. “Mr. 
Karns, one thing I never lend is my car!” 

“You don’t, huh?” 

“Never,” she insisted. “Like my poor old daddy used to 
say: There are two things a man should never lend—his car 
and his wife.” 

This little diamond of philosophy hit me right between the 
eyes. I just sat there a couple of minutes to let it soak in. 
Til have to admit though, that an alternate plot was taking 
up part of this period of meditation. “All right, Holly. Then 
you drive me. I want to go to Chatsworth.” 

“Chatsworth!” she yelped, giving life to a dormant nasti- 
ness in her soul. “I want to go to bed.” 

“Now, Holly, I thought we agreed that there’s a time and 
a place for that.” 

“JT mean to sleep .. . alone.” 

“Oh, that,” I said. 

I had to do something drastic because I was determined 
to visit the Kelvin ranch. Never having been one to bring 
up past favors ...I did. “How could you possibly live 
with yourself after turning against a friend like me?” 

“Y'm not turning against you. I just want to go to bed, 


| that’s all.” 


“But after all the favors I’ve done for you. I’m the one 
who built up your entire portfolio. ’'ve given you thousands 
of dollars worth of time and publicity. Remember the layout 
I planted in Fiend Magazine? Remember the fan mail?” 

I could tell I was at least making her think. “Well, to tell 
the truth,” she said, “that was very nice of you. But those 
pictures are kind of dated now—if you know what I mean.” 

“Dated?” 

“Well, kind of. You see, in those pictures I was wearing 
shorts and sweaters and things. Since Marilyn Monroe .. . 
well...” 

“Now at last I knew how to reach her. “Holly,” I said, 
“you know that calendar picture of Marilyn Monroe?” 
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“Yes,” she said, coming to life. 
“When I clear up a few pressing problems, you know 
what I’m going to do?” 
“Wha tP” 

“I’m going to shoot a picture of you,” I said, sweeping my 
hand widely, “that'll make that one of Marilyn Monroe look 
like an advertisement for Girl Scout cookies.” 

We were as good as on our way to Chatsworth. 


At this early hour the drive to Chatsworth was no prob- 
lem. We rolled up to the wrought-iron gate of the Kelvin 


acreage less than an hour after we left West Hollywood. I 


wouldn’t be winning any popularity contest for waking 
people at this hour of the morning, but sooner or later the 
cops were going to spot me, and I was afraid it might be 
sooner. There was a definite connection between the Kelvins 
and Lisle, and I wanted to find out what it was. For that 
matter, Kelvin himself could have paid a visit to Lisle. 
I wanted to have a chat with them anyway. 

I lit a dozen or so matches looking for a bell, or some 
means of contacting the house within. Since no such gadget 
seemed available, I once again found myself in a fence- 
climbing situation. The driveway gate was the kind that 
looked like a bunch of long iron spears, so I passed that 
up in favor of the brick wall. The tall brick wall. 

I grabbed some convenient vines and started the climb. 
The vines helped me almost to the top. I say almost because, 
as is often the case with convenient vines, they just don’t 
get the job done. The damn things broke loose, and I found 
myself on the ground tangled up in shrubbery. 

Through the many encounters I’d had with Holly, I had 
never known her to show any indication whatsoever of the 
slightest sense of humor. In fact, I couldn’t recall her laugh- 
ing even once. That was until this happened. This she 
thought was the funniest thing in the world, and her laughter 
shot out in the still night like a cannon report in a cathedral. 
It did solve the no doorbell problem, however. Lights started 
popping on inside the enclosure like mad. 

It brought other things to life, too. I could see the ceéetine 
and hear the scuffling sounds of beasts trying to get traction 
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on pavement. In seconds, many large dogs were trying to 
dive through the iron spears of the gate. Though they hardly 
knew me, they made it obvious that we were enemies. 

“Put your arms in the air,” a voice commanded. My arms 
went up and the vines went with them. I was trying to get 
untangled when something hard poked into my back. This 
_ helped to get the job done somehow, because the vines 
dropped and I reached higher. 

“Ts this high enough, sir?” I inquired co-operatively. 

“Tum around and back up to that gate,” he ordered. | 

“Tf you don’t mind,” I said, “I'd prefer to back up almost 
to the gate. Teeth are coming out of that thing.” 

The silhouette seemed agreeable to my compromise. At 
* least, he didn’t press the original command. He asked, “What 
do you want here?” 

“Well, sir,” I said, stalling for a light to flash in my dull 
brain. Finally the flash came, and I said, “We ran out of 
gas and I was wondering if . . .” 

My words sort of trailed off into nothingness as I saw 
myself being exposed as a liar. Behind the man in the 
darkness came the unmistakable sound of an engine turning 
over. Then I heard a grinding gear go into place. Then 
there was the purring sound of a small engine taking a small 
‘ear down the dark, dark road. After a few hundred feet, the 
cars lights went on, and the car took off in earnest. 

The man wasn’t saying anything right at the moment, so 
I went ahead and said, “Well, what do you know about 
that?” 

He didn’t act like he knew much about it, because all 
he did was prod me along in a direction away from the gate 
and the snarling dogs. We followed the wall which had 
recently conquered me until we reached a smaller gate. 
This was probably where I should have looked for a door- 
bell in the first place. A nudge of the gentleman’s weapon 
indicated that I should go inside. I did, but first I made 
sure that the walk inside was separated from the animals 
by a fence. There was a light ahead of us which turned out 
to be a lantern affair beside the door of a house. It wasn’t 
a big house, nor did this look like a front door. 

“Now, look here—I can explain everything,” I said. My 
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host was impressed. “Get inside,” he said. 

Inside that door was a hallway and another door. He 
cautiously opened it and poked me into the room. Now I 
could see him in the hallway light, and I immediately rec- 
ognized him. He wasn’t ominous looking at all. He was just 
pasty-faced Lloyd Baldwin, Kelvin’s executive officer. 

“What do you expect to do with me?” I inquired. 

“Put you in this room for the time being,” he said, dis- 
playing his British accent more than before. “This is where 
we keep prowlers.” : 

I thought it a little rude of him to shut the door in my 
face, leaving me in complete darkness, and I probably would. 
have mentioned something about it if he had stayed around. 
I did a fair share of stumbling around before I found even 
the wall, let alone a light switch. Eventually I came up with 
both. Or I should say, the wall came up with me, and I 
came up with the switch. I massaged my forehead as I basked 
in the illumination of a single ten-watt bulb. The bulb was 
incongruously set in a huge Spanish-style fixture, which was 
suspended from the ceiling by a giant iron chain. The room, 
I noticed, was exquisitely done in army surplus furnishings— 
namely, one canvas cot. This, along with some big packing © 
boxes in one corner, told the entire story. me 

As was the style of California Spanish architecture in the 
twenties, the walls and door were a good foot thick. Wheth- 
er or not the style of the time also included heavy iron 
bars on the windows, I don’t really know, but I do know 
that this place had them. 

I lay back on the cot for a moment of self-pity, but 
prodded myself to make sure it didn’t last any longer than 
that. I made myself get up, and, for want of something better . 
to do, started rummaging through the boxes in the corner. 

I expected to find nothing more interesting than plain 
junk, but even in the poor light I could see such wasn’t the 
case. The first box I examined contained nothing but pictures. 
They were carefully wrapped, probably to avoid marring, 
but I fixed that. The first one I unwrapped was a magnifi- 
cent photographic portrait of Deborah Stark. It was the 
work of the master himself, Henri Cartier-Bresson. Then 
there were the paintings. Thousands of dollars worth of 
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originals, including a priceless Renoir. Other boxes contained 

-teakwood carvings, desk accessories, and even a fairly new 
portable typewriter. Everything was clean. I mean even 
the boxes themselves had none of the dust that the rest of 
the room had. It could only mean that the boxes were recent 
additions to the room. 

I opened a large box which had formerly contained a tele- 
vision set. It now held ledger books. The box was crammed 
full of them. I looked several of them over, but didn’t learn 
much. Most of them appeared to be quite professional in 
‘their entries. They- were obviously connected with Kelvin’s 
“past movie productions, with lists of expenses and the like. 

But then I came to some books I couldn’t figure out. They 
were kept by someone other than an accountant, that was 

for sure, and this seemed kind of unusual because the en- 
tries were so extensive. Why would an experienced book- 

keeper or accountant keep one group of books and not these? 

The amounts of money involved weren’t small, either. 

The first payment on the account of Pedro Castillo, for in- 

stance, was in the amount of $23,500. It was paid July 19, 
_1956, about three months after B110 was shipped to him. 
Then Pierre Du Bois paid $18,200 on September 3, 1958. 
‘The books were current, and were full of different accounts 
that had paid varying amounts for items identified by dif- 

ferent code numbers. I didn’t know why, but these pages 
interested me enough to hang on to them. I took the pages 
out of the binders and put them under my shirt. The other 

things I returned to their respective boxes. 

In my absorption with the boxes of goodies, the time 
passed quickly. I didn’t know what time it was when I was 
_ locked up, but by the time I finished my snooping it was 

_ full daylight. By this time there was a lot of activity outside. 
I heard car after car come to a stop at the gate not far from 
the location of my retreat. I guess they were checked by 
the guard there and then passed on through. 

It would have helped if I knew the layout of the place, 
but with my usual luck, this was the one and only lot in 
town that I'd never visited. It wasn’t too unusual though, 
because there had been very little activity here until just 
recently. There was plenty of action going on up until the 
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war, but it was about that time that Kelvin threw in the 
sponge after several box office busts. During the war years, 
instead of going along with the industry trend of shooting 
war stories, he continued making his epic westerns. They 
cost him too much money for the times, and they just 
weren't buying them then. 

When his wife was released from the involuntary rest she 
was or wasn’t enjoying, things on the ranch came back to 
life. Kelvin made Patterns of Blue, and for. the last six 
months or so he’d even been dipping his mitt into the tele- 
vision pie. He’d filmed a couple of western series, and now, - 
according to Holly’s friend Susan, he was involved in a 
South Sea saga of some kind. It was more than likely the 
personnel from this offering that was making with the car 
noises outside. 

I retired to the lavish resting place furnished by the 
management. I lay there thinking of my dear friend Holly, 
and what the hell had happened to her, when my meditations 
were rudely brought to an end. A key turing in the 
door did it. 

It was my buddy of a few hours, Lloyd Baldwin, and for 
the first time I saw what he had been prodding me with. A 
shotgun, no less. Double barreled, yet. 

“Okay, Karns, you can leave,” he said. “Mr. Kelvin said 
to release you. You'd just better make sure you don’t come 
back.” 

Since he seemed to know my name, I used his. “First - 
let’s clear up a small matter, Baldwin,” I said. “It happens 
that I wasn’t trespassing and you know it. I was outside 
your property. How about explaining my being kidnaped?” 

“Kidnaped?” he gasped in disbelief. 

“What the hell would you call it?” 

He was plainly flustered by now. “What are you looking 
for?” he said anxiously. “More trouble?” 

I guess about this time he wanted to get further instruc- 
tions from Kelvin, because he kept glancing at the phone in 
the hallway outside the open door. I decided there was no 
sense in just standing around doing nothing, so the next time 
he gave the phone a glance I stepped forward and yanked 
myself a shotgun. “Aha!” I said melodramatically. “The worm 
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has turned.” 

The way he looked at me indicated he wasn’t nearly as 
afraid of the gun as he was of just plain me. I stepped back 
through the open door, closed it, locked it from the outside 
and took the key. Then I propped the gun up in a corner of 
the hallway and looked outside the door. I guess Baldwin 
was right about my looking for more trouble, because I 
had no intention of leaving the Kelvin ranch, just yet. 


Chapter Five 


I WonDERED what time it was. It was at times like this that 
I almost regretted the decision I made many years before 
back in Ohio. That was my big anti-wrist watch decision. It 
all stemmed from an experience I had with a Mickey Mouse 
watch, which I had mowed lawns all summer to buy. The 
first day I had it, I visited the Y.M.C.A., which seemed like 
an ideal place to show off the treasured possession, and in 
a spirit of noblesse oblige I took a quick swim with the 
boys. I returned to my locker and found all my clothes intact, 
but discovered that some young scamp had hooked my watch. 
It was then I swore never to strap one of the filthy things 
to my wrist again, and in my extreme bitterness I also 
dropped my membership at the Y.M.C.A. I sure fixed them. 

Now in the daylight I could see that the building, of 
which my cozy little room was part, was sort of a guest 
house, because there was a sprawling Spanish mansion up 
a long, long hill. This had to be the main house and it was 
there that I headed. 

I didn’t approach the front of the house. I made my way 
toward the side which offered the most foliage. As I inched 
up closer I could see that it was a garden, one of pride- 
and-joy proportions. There were tall green things, red and 
white posies, short green things, pink posies, and a flagstone 
walk winding throughout the mess. I slipped behind one of 
the tall-green things to relieve myself of the ledger book 
pages, which were pushing me in. the wrong places. I 
slipped them under a flat green thing with prickles. Then 
I returned to the path and followed its sharp right turn 
around a hedge. Just past the hedge I stopped in time to 
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avoid an inadvertent kick to somebody’s well-rounded fan- 
ny. The somebody was propping a skinny green thing to a 
stick. When the somebody turned around I could see it 
was Deborah Stark. She was a little startled. So was I. ~ 

__ “Did you wish to see someone?” she asked, with pretty 
fair composure. 

“‘T...I1... well...” I answered, equally composed. 

“What is it you want?” she said, rising. 

“Well, as a matter of fact, Mrs. Kelvin,” I said, coming 
out of my stutters, “I wanted to see you.” 7 pes 

She didn’t seem mad or glad. She just stared at me, wait- 
ing for an explanation. 

“Can we sit down some place?” I asked pleasantly. 

“Of course,” she replied, and led me along the flagstone 
freeway to a fountain which was encircled by a stone bench. 
We sat down facing each other. 

“My name is Bret Karns, Mrs. Kelvin,” I began. 

“Yes, I assumed that, Mr. Karns,” she said. 

A little puzzled, I asked, “You assumed I was Karns?” 

“Lloyd told-us about you being held in the cottage,” she 
said. “We’re sorry that he felt it necessary to detain you.” 

“Did you know about it?” I asked. 

“We'were told this morning,” she said. “Lloyd said he - 
didn’t want to disturb us during the night. He should have, 
I'm afraid.” 

“By ‘us’ do you mean you and Mr. Kelvin?” 

“Yes. Mr. Kelvin was disappointed in Lloyd also. He had 
no right to take this upon himself. I’m afraid he sometimes 
has a tendency to be a little overprotective.” 

I wasn’t nearly as bitter since I realized the whole thing 
was Baldwin’s brainstorm. “I guess it doesn’t matter too 
much,” I said. “In my present predicament I was probably 
safer there than anywhere else.” 

She looked at me. as though anticipating further explan- 
ation, so I gave it to her. “The police are looking for me, 
Mrs. Kelvin,” I told her. “They think I’m directly con- 
nected with the death of a young girl. In fact, they would 
like to prove that I murdered her.” 

She held her composed, placid expression, and still of- 
fered no lead in the conversation. It occurred to me then 
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that she possessed pretty fair resiliency, to pop back in 
such good shape after the whang-dang she’d engineered 
the night before. But maybe she didn’t feel as good as she 
looked. 

“You were with the girl yesterday afternoon. Her name 
is, or was, Lisle Lambert. I need help to clear myself. ’m 
hoping you might offer me some.” 

“I was with a girl who was murdered?” she said incredu- 
lously. “I’m afraid you’re mistaken, Mr. Karns.” 

“You mean you deny having been with her?” I wasn’t at 
all prepared for this. For some reason I'd expected some 
straight answers. At least, up to this stage. She might have 
had a million alibis for the time of death, but I didn’t doubt 
for a minute that she would admit the meeting with Lisle. 
I suppose Lisle could have been lying, but why would she? 
It just didn’t figure, 

I thought I read a little slip of confidence in Deborah 

 Stark’s face as she prepared to speak again, but I had no 
_ chance to add that to her planned words, because the words 
didn’t happen. Others took their place. From behind a big 
banana palm across the path, a voice said, “I didn’t know we 
had a guest.” Then a deeply tanned face made its appear- 
ance from behind the long leaves. The voice belonged to 
the tanned face. The tanned face belonged to Sam Kelvin. 

“I guess you could call me that,” I said calmly enough, 
considering he startled me out of a few years of old age. 
“Sort of an involuntary one though.” 

“Oh,” Kelvin said genially. “You must be Mr. Karns. 
Lloyd told us about you. Hope there are no hard feelings.” 

“There might be a few,” I said, “but not necessarily be- 
cause I was locked up for the night.” 

“What seeems to be the trouble then, Mr. Karns?” he 
asked. I stood up to meet him on an equal level. As I did, 

- the corner of my eye caught his wife making with a double- 
time exit. “I have reason to believe that Mrs. Kelvin spent 
some time yesterday with a girl named Lisle Lambert,” I 
said, 

“You're wrong, Karns,” he said, still being chitchatty. 
“In fact, Mrs. Kelvin spent the entire day with me.” 

I knew damn well this wasn’t true, and I was pretty sure 
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the cops could check it out easily enough. For one thing, 
Kelvin would never have let his wife get juiced up on the 


afternoon preceding the picture premiére. Another thing 


that bothered me was the fact that Kelvin was so damned 
friendly. This behavior was completely contradictory to his 
reputation. He was a notorious people hater, and usually 
paid special attention to pointing this out to members of 


the press. In following this tradition, his lot was the only one 


that hung out a permanent “Closed” sign. Even a Johnston 


Office pass wouldn't admit me without a definite appoint-- 


ment, which was next to impossible to get. 

“Guess I had some bad information then, Mr. Kelvin.” 

“Looks like you did. She was with me, all right.” 

“Well, I'll be running along then,” I said. 

“Let me show you to the gate,” he said. 

“As a matter of fact,” I said, hoping to use his affability 
as a wedge, “I have an assignment on your lot this morning. 
Might as well take care of it while I’m here.” 

“Did you have an appointment?” he asked. 

“Yes, with Bob Snyder,” I said quickly. “He has a new 


client he wants me to see. Wanted me to set up a time for | 


some layouts. First I have to take a look at her to see i 
she’s as gorgeous as he describes.” 

“Then we'll go this way,” he said, without seeming to 
mind. 

He led the way across the grounds, and believe me this 
place had grounds. When we got out of the jungle garden, 
I was able to see the back of the huge house. Next to it 
was a pool and patio, complete with cabanas. The pool 
proportions would please the most jaded of Olympic cham- 
pions. 


At last we came to a fence about twelve feet high, which 


bordered the driveway. Kelvin took out a handful of keys 


and opened the lock on the heavy gate at the end of the - : 


path. “You can make it from here,” he said. “Just follow 
the road.” 

His keys reminded me of the one I had in my pocket. 
“This is yours,” I said, handing it to him rather apologetically. 
“¥ had to lock up Baldwin. You must know—just on general 
principles.” 
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I laughed, but Kelvin merely frowned as he accepted it. I 
didn’t know whether he was frowning at me or his thoughts 
about Baldwin, but I couldn’t complain. I had gotten this 
far. 

“Mr. Kelvin, may I ask you one question?” I said, before 


_ he closed the gate on me. 


oa 


e 


“What is it?” he answered simply. 

“I was at the theater last night,” I said. “And it’s very 

important to me to know what time you and your wife left 

aoe also like you to tell me where you went from 
ere. 

With this popped at him, he really gave me a frown. He 
studied the keys in his hand a moment, and said, “We left 
shortly after the beginning of the picture. We called a cab 
and came directly home. It can be checked with the cab 
company, if the police are interested.” 

"He faced me directly as he spoke, but he wasn’t looking 
so pleasant any more. Then he added, “I saw the morning 
Beer. It’s the first I knew about Lisle Lambert being mur- 
dered.” 

_. Then he turned and walked back toward the modest 
dwelling he called home. 


Chapter Six 


HE sEEMED confident enough that his story would check out, 
but it occurred to me that perhaps, through this same process 
of checking, his wife’s story might be broken down. One 
thing seemed sure, however; the Kelvin’s weren't about to 


~ overextend themselves in my behalf. 


As I proceeded along the road, the atmosphere of early 
Spanish luxury changed abruptly to a very convincing por- 
trait of the old west. Ahead of me, intersecting the road I was 
_ traveling, was a mock-up of an early western village, with 


‘ saloons, blacksmith shop, livery stable, Wells Fargo office, 


the works. Just beyond all of this, out of camera range, was 
a very impressive concrete building. This had to be the 
sound stage. 

Kelvin had only one sound stage, but the one he had was 
a dandy, and big. In fact, it was huge. From where I stood 
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at the doorway, I could see five sets ready to go, and they oa 


only occupied about half of the place. One of the sets was 
a beach scene with tons of sand, and an ocean yet. Another 
was a native village with about a dozen huts against a back- 
drop of mountains. I strolled along like a tourist, taking it all 
in. 
When I got to the set where they were shooting, I re- 
membered my purpose there. Then I spotted Susan. The set 
was made to look like the interior of a tomb or something, 
and Susan was striking a pose of worship to a nasty-looking 
idol. A voice off camera yelled, “Hold it right there a sec- — 
ond, honey. Hey, Mac, tone down the camera side of her 
head. Too much highlight. Want it almost in silhouette.” 

Upon the issuance of the order, Mac came in front’ of the 
dolly camera with a long stick. With this he poked a klieg 
higher up toward the catwalk overhead. “How’s that?” he 
asked, looking into the camera. 

The man who'd given the order climbed up on one wheel 
of the dolly and squinted through a hand viewer. “You're 
a genius, Mac. Just what I wanted.” 

Then he said, almost under his breath, “Let’s try a take. 
Half the morning’s gone.” 

The last words were hardly phrased when a young man 
with a clip board fairly screamed orders all over the place. 
The big door was closed. A red light went on over the smaller 
door. Then he yelled, “Give it a bell.” 

They gave it a bell. A loud one. Then Bob Snyder came 
up beside me. “How'd you get out of the can, buddy?” he | 


* said a little too loud. 


After shushing him, I said, “They haven’t put me in yet.” — 
“Come on over to Susan’s dressing room, where we can 


talk.” 


Susan had her own dressing room, so I guessed she was ~ , 


doing all right. After being around phony town for a while, 
you get so you don’t pay much attention to those who play 
down their accomplishments. You listen to the ones who toot 
the loudest. You may not believe what they say, but you 
listen, and then when they’re all through you subtract. In 
Susan’s case it looked like I would have to do some adding. 

Bob closed the door tight, and I sat down on the too-soft- 
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to-be-possible couch. I was really beginning to drag. Bob 
sat on the bench at the dressing table, and handed me a 
newspaper. “Want to see your name in print?” 

I glanced at it, and saw only a picture of Lisle. I handed 
it back. “What? No picture of me?” I said. 

“Naw, youre only the number one suspect,” he said. “Come 
on, pal. You can tell me. Why'd you kill her?” 

Snyder was giving me a good ribbing, which I code 
never deny deserving, but what a time he picked to do it. 
Fortunately, his sense of timing let him know when to can 
the gags, and he was a good audience to my fill-in of the de- 
tails. After I brought him up to the time I walked on the 
sound stage, I asked, “Do you know Kelvin?” 

“Me?” he asked unbelievingly. “Hell no. Nobody knows 
Kelvin.” 

“Nobody?” 

Bob shrugged. “His wife maybe, but I doubt it. Or 
maybe his veddy British friend, Lloyd Baldwin.” 

“He won't do me any good. Don’t you know his publicity 
man?” 

“Yeah, a fellow named Baldwin—Lloyd Baldwin.” 

“He handles that, too?” I said. 

“Let’s face it—anything Kelvin doesn’t handle, Baldwin 
does.” 

“Kind of a blind alley,” I said. “There’s something strange 
going on with the Kelvins. I’ve got to find out what it is.” 

“Well, Ill do a sound job for you and let you know what 


turns up. Right now I can’t think of a thing that would help.” 


“T can think of something,” I said. 

“Name it, pal,” he said. 

“Find me a place to sleep.” 

“That I can do,” he said. “In fact, I have an apartment 
that I sometimes use for that purpose myself.” 

“Though rarely?” I suggested. 

“Though rarely,” he agreed. 

We stood in front of the dressing room at the dark side of 
the sound stage and waited for them to complete the shot. 
The loud speaker was playing back the pre-recorded music, 
and we could see Susan making with her pre-rehearsed dance. 
The music was predominantly rhythm, with the beat being 
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carried by bongos. Susan made every drum beat into a 
muscular reaction. She writhed, ground, bumped, thrust her 
chest. Finally the music beat its way to a crashing finish, 
and Susan thrust herself forward as though sacrificing her- 
self to the ugly idol. Even the idol had smoke coming out 
of its eyes and mouth after the display of body wiggling, or. 
maybe it was rigged up that way. 

The director whispered something to the assistant, who ul- 
timately screamed, “That one’s a take, boys. Wrap it up!” 

It was at this precise moment that a little inner voice 
said, “Move please.” I did move, just slightly. When I was 
able to think again, I was mighty glad I did, because a mo- 
mentarily unidentified falling object missed the point of my 
nose by about the breadth of three nostril hairs. The huge 
metal and glass object crashed with an abundance of noisy 
glory on the concrete floor in front of us. I looked above and. 
saw some movement, but it was too dark to determine what 
it was. Whatever it was hustled its way along the catwalk, 
and, though I couldn’t identify it, I was fairly certain it was 
no cat. The twisted, broken object on the floor was the re- 
mains of the largest klieg light made. This one had just 
gone into involuntary retirement from picture work. 

“Christ!” Bob gasped. 

I agreed completely, but just stood there for a minute lis- 
tening to the palpitations of my heart. In my state of fatigue 
another little surprise of this type would mark the end of the 
golden era of Bret Karns. 

My attention was attracted to a wedge of light made by 
an opened door. I took a swallow, a deep breath, and 
started galloping in that direction. An ill-conditioned kiddy — 
car would have left me in a cloud of dust, with the speed I 
was making, but I finished the trek anyway. I opened the 
door and saw exactly what I expected—nothing. Oh, there 
was sunshine, Chatsworth dirt, and a few parked cars, but 
no sign of life. Bob was beside me in a moment, and I asked 
him what was in the neat vine-covered ranch house across 
the way. j 

“That's executive row,” he answered between puffs, “Kel- 
vin and his staff have their offices there.” 

The building had five doors and five large windows open- 
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ing onto a concrete porch. We went over and checked the 
doors, but found things locked up. Kelvin didn’t seem to 
believe in paying a regular staff. Either that or they had all 
decided to take the day off. Nobody was around, whichever 
way it was. We sat down on a bench, which was on the porch 
doing nothing. “Anybody mad at you, Bob?” I asked. 

“Not that I know of. How about you?” 

“A lot of people are mad at me,” I said. “I was just 
hoping it might be somebody else for a change.” 

The assistant director who had yelled all the orders on 
the set was on his way toward us. “Which one of you guys 


‘broke that spot?” he growled, when he was close enough. 


I just looked at him and shook my head. Bob stared un- 
believingly. “Come on, speak up,” he insisted. “Do you know 
what those things cost?” 

. “Look, screamer,” I said, standing up. “If any explanations 
are due, I'll see that you're the last to get them. Now, why 
don’t you blow while you're still able?” 

He started toward me, but reconsidered. I was kind of 

glad he did. He was fairly husky, and I was pooped. “We'll 
see what Mr. Kelvin says about this,” he threatened. Then 
he went to the door with Kelvin’s name on it. He gave us 
dirty looks as he rapped on it. He seemed a little nervous 
when there was no response, and moved on to Mr. Baldwin’s 
door. As he knocked his way down the line, Bob and I got 
up and moseyed toward the stage. “Kind of noisy around 
where, don’t you think?” I said to Bob. ; 

“Very,” he replied. 

I waited outside while Bob said so long to Susan. When he 
came back out, we strolled leisurely to the car, and left the 
fabulous Kelvin ranch without difficulty. We hadn't dis- 


covered who had dropped the spot, but at least we got 


away without having to pay for the damn thing. 

In due course, Bob dropped me at his Studio City apart- 
ment. After a bowl of his corn flakes, I had no trouble what- 
ever in getting to sleep. I knew nothing else until I heard 
some kids yelling outside; then I realized it was hot. The 
clock part of Bob’s clock-radio said four forty-five. After 
one or two tries, I made it to a sitting position. My muscles 
throbbed and ached, but the best aching job was being done ~ 
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by the muscle in my head. Muscle-head—that’s me. 

I went over to the phone, and used it to call the studio. 
Rickie answered after the first ring. “Bret . . . Where have 
you been?” she exclaimed, after hearing my voice. “What 
happened to you?” 

I gave her the high lights of my activities, but failed to 
mention anything about Holly. So her first words after my 
capsule of information were, “Is the Hock broad with you?” 

This was funny as hell coming from Rickie. “No,” I told 
her. “I slept solo.” 

“Tll close the office and come over to get you.” 

“No, I'll grab a cab. It'll save time. Now let’s decide where 
to meet.” 

“Why don’t you meet me here at the office?” she sug- 
gested. 

“What? As hot as I am. They’d have me in cuffs within 
five minutes.” 

“The police don’t want you any more.” 

“Huh?” 

“No, they really don’t. They know you didn’t do it.” 

“How do you know that?” I asked, and for a moment I 
wondered whose side I was on. 

“They found out Lisle was killed while you were still 
at the premiére. Or maybe even before that.” 

“Why,” I asked, holding back my temper, “did you let 
all this conversation go by without mentioning this little 
detail?” - 

“T thought you knew by this time. I’m sorry.” 

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I'll grab a cab and see you in a while.” 

I did get a cab, and was somewhere on Laurel Canyon be- ~ 
tween the valley and West Hollywood when it struck me. 
“She couldn’t have been,” I said aloud. 

The driver asked, “What’s that, Mac?” 

He gave me a dubious glance when I assured him I'd said 
nothing, but he didn’t press further. 

Lisle couldn’t have been killed while I was at the pre- 
miére because she called me after that. I talked to her on the 
phone. At least it sounded like her. I could have sworn it 
was her, but there was always the possibility that somebody 
could have been imitating her. In fact, now that I thought 


mow, 
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about it, she wouldn’t have been too hard to imitate, with 
that accent and all. A good actress could probably have 
done a pretty convincing job of it, and, when it came to good 
actresses, Deborah Stark was no slouch. In fact, Deborah 
Stark was even good enough to play a pretty convincing 
drunk. Boy, was my mind spinning. 

The meter read $3.85 when we stopped in front of the 
office. To help alleviate the driver’s doubts about my sanity, 
I flipped him a fiver and told him to keep it. 

Sitting at the desk inside was Rickie, but sitting in the 
Swedish modern chair beside the desk was match-chewing 
Lieutenant Ryan. All was not well, I could tell that. Rickie 
was looking apologetic, and I must have been looking at her 
as though she were Brutus and I, Caesar. 


Chapter Seven 


| THE LIEUTENANT studied me for a moment while chewing on 


his match. Then he said, “Well, if it isn’t our wandering boy 
coming home to roost.” 

“Why, Lieutenant, I’m touched,” I said sarcastically. “To 
think that you’d take time out from a busy schedule to wel- 
come me home.” 

“Ready to go?” he asked, without really making it a 
question. 

“Go where?” 

“Downtown, where else?” 

“Why do you want me downtown?” 

“Well, now,” he said. “There’s a little matter of resisting 
arrest, and belting an officer of the law.” 

He was standing by now, and reached into his back pocket. 
Out came the cuffs. I said, “Now take it easy a minute, 


’ Ryan.” 


“Easy, hell!” Ryan said. Then he looked apologetically 
at Rickie, and said, “Beg pardon, ma’am.” Then back to me, 
“You're going with me, Karns, and I don’t want any trouble 
from you.” : ; 

“I give you my word there won't be any trouble, but let’s 
not get excited. I know you hate my guts for something I 
printed about you several years ago, but that doesn’t give 
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you the right to intimidate me now.” 

“What you printed about me has nothing to do with the 
issue at hand. Youre going to pay the penalty for an in- 
fraction of the law.” 

“What infraction of the law?” I snapped back at him. “ ‘You 
call it a crime to resist a trumped-up arrest? You knew _ 
damned well I didn’t kill anybody, but for personal reasons _ 
you thought it would be fun to lock me up.” 

“My personal feelings had nothing to do with it.” 

I sat down where he had been sitting. “Lieutenant,” I 
said, “I hate to say this, but you're a damned liar.” 

He stepped toward me, cocking a backhand, but thought 
better of it. Then he went to the door and beckoned his 
partner to join us inside. “He doesn’t want to go with us, 
Vinelli,” Ryan said. 

“Well, I think we can do something about that,” Vinelli 
said eagerly. He had his sap ready for action. Then Ryan 
said, “Never mind, Vinelli. Maybe the chump’s right.” 

Vinelli looked at the lieutenant in disbelief. What do you 
mean?” he yipped. 

“Nothing. Forget it,” said Ryan. 

“You mean you intend to let this jerk get away with what 
he did?” 

“Goddammit to hell, Vinelli! I mean just that. Now get 
out in the car and wait for me!” Ryan quickly turned to 
Rickie. “Beg pardon, ma’am,” he said. Vinelli shrugged, put 
his sap away, and walked timidly out the door. 

Ryan paced the floor pensively for a few moments, and 
then said, “Can you offer any help on this thing, Karns? The 
only thing we know is that a man’s voice put the finger « on 
you.” 

“A man?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Did you talk to him yourself?” I asked. 

“Nope. The switchboard got it.” 

“Well, I got a call too, Lieutenant. From a woman. I was 
sure at the time that it was Lisle, but it couldn’t have been 
if your time of death is correct.” 

“What time did you get the call?” he asked. 

“About nine forty-five.” 
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“It wasn’t the Lambert gal then. She was killed between 
- six and seven in the evening.” 

“Whoever did call said that she had been with Deborah 
Stark in the afternoon. Said she got her drunk, and I can 
say that Stark sure looked drunk at the premiére that night. 
Of course, she’s a good actress.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean it’s within the realm of possibility that Deborah 
Stark could have been impersonating - Lisle, and might have 
been acting out the drunk part, too.” 

“Why do you suppose she would want to involve herself 
in it, then?” 

“T couldn’t tell you,” I said honestly. “Unless she figured 
she would be involved anyway. Maybe she thought she had 

been seen with Lisle or something like that. Or maybe she 
just wanted to bug her husband for some unknown reason. 
Anyhow, her calling me at that hour would have put her in 
the clear.” 

“Why do you have such a mad on for the Stark dame?” 
Ryan asked.  ~ 

“Tt isn’t that,” I said. “But I spent the night and half 
the day at the Kelvins’ cozy little joint, and some mighty 
strange. things seem to be going on there. First of all, 
Stark denies having been with Lisle at all.” 

“Are you sure she was with her?” Ryan asked. 

“Not sure, but it kind of figures. Why don’t you check the 
cab companies just for laughs, and see if they either took 
her there or picked her up from there. It may be worth 
checking.” 

“Okay, I can do that,” he said. “What else happened out 
there?” 

“Well, first of all Kelvin’s man, Baldwin, locked me up at 
gun point for several hours. And then Kelvin was too 
damned anxious for me to leave happy. He was much nicer 
to me than his reputed personality should allow. Also, there 
was a small matter of almost getting my head pushed into my 
stomach by a spotlight.” 

“A what?” 

“A spotlight just accidentally happened to come dropping 
down where my head was expected to be.” 
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“Tll check the Kelvins’ activities through yesterday, and 
see what comes up,” Ryan said. 

' “By the way, Lieutenant, what did the autopsy turn up 

“as cause of death?” 

“She died from loss of blood, but there was a load of bar- 
biturates in her system too. The coroner doesn’t believe the 
quantity was lethal, though.” 

“How about that?” I mused. “I don’t get it, do you?” 

“Nope.” 

“How did her face get so messed up?” 

Ryan rubbed his chin, and frowned pensively. “Can’t be 
sure,” he said. “Maybe the killer wasn’t so sure the bar- 
biturates would get the job done. Maybe he just sped up the 
process by chopping her up.” 

“Any instrument turn up?” 

“Nothing yet,” he said, a little impatiently. “But leave that 
to us, okay, Karns?” 

“Sure,” I said without hesitation. “How about it, Lieu- 
tenant? Am I clear?” 

“You're clear.” He took a fresh kitchen match from his 
lapel pocket as he moved toward the door. Before leaving, he 
said, “And if you know what’s good for you, you'll keep your-. 
self clear. In other words, quit playing cops and robbers.” 

“That’s a wasted warning, Lieutenant. All I care about’s- 
my neck. As long as I’m out of it, Ill read the rest in the 
papers.” 

Ryan nodded and left. Rickie finally made her first sound 
when Ryan was on the sidewalk outside. “Honey,” she said. 
“Tm sorry I let you walk into a trap. I didn’t know about 
the other charges.” 

“Forget it,” I assured her. “I knew I'd have to face it soon- 
er or later. I’m glad it’s over.” 

“What does Ryan have against you, anyway?” 

“When I was a reporter, I dug into the case of a guy 
named Max Brent. Brent served ten years for a crime he 
didn’t commit. It was Ryan’s testimony that sent him up. 
I played it up pretty big, and naturally Ryan got burnt.” 

‘ what you wrote was true, how could he hold it against 
yout 

“Maybe he figured a man has a right to one mistake. I'd 
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have gone along with that, too, but I sure had my right 
to print what I did. Just one of those things.” 

“Well, let’s forget it for now,” she said. “Are you hungry, 
Bret?” 

“As a matter of fact, I’m starved.” 

“Want to eat at the apartment?” she asked. 

“Nope. I’ve got forty bucks in my pocket that I was going 
to blow last night. What do you say we blow it tonight?” 

“You mean dancing . . . the works?” 

“Whoa! Wait a minute,” I groaned. “Let’s say the works, 
like eating and drinking, but please—no dancing. If it’s all 
the same to you, Ah’d jest lahk to set a spell.” 


The no-dancing condition held throughout cocktails and- 
dinner, but there was a good reason for it; we ate at Raoul’s. 
Raoul’s has the finest Parisian accordion music you could 
hope for, the very best in wines and cocktails, the world’s 
greatest food, but—aha!—no dance floor. 

I had Raoul’s famous frogs’ legs, and Rickie had some 
kind of rabbit conglomeration. At the moment, Rickie was 
winning a battle with some crepe suzettes. I passed up the 
sweet stuff, and was trying my best to enjoy my glass of 
black French coffee. I say trying because there are times 


» when I’m a little self-conscious. One night I had a perfectly 


delightful dinner ruined for me at Musso-Frank’s, because of 
a teen-ager who kept staring at me. When I was ready to 
leave, she stopped me and asked for my autograph. She 
thought I was Wendell Corey, as incredible as it may seem. 
In my opinion, I look about as much like Wendell Corey as 
Andy Devine does, but that’s beside the point. Right now I 
would have been delighted to discover that the stares I was 
receiving were for a similar reason. I doubted, though, that 
Lester Skink, one of the city’s most notorious strong-arm 
men, was mistaking me for Wendell Corey as he studied me 
from behind the lattice work separating the dining room from 
the bar. In fact, if you asked him who Wendell Corey was, 
he would probably ask where he’d served time. 

In the possibility, however remote, that I was suffering 
from some newly acquired persecution complex, and not be- 
ing stared at at all, I didn’t mention the matter to Rickie. 
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Instead, I suggested that we pop over to the Mocambo for 
a drink or two, and catch the early show. This she went for 
in a big way, and there went our no-dancing condition. We 
barely touched our seats before she started tugging at me 
to partake in a mambo. She just couldn’t stand the idea 
of a cover charge without making it worthwhile. It didn’t 
matter to her that with our being members of the press, we 
didn’t pay the cover. The principle was the same. _ 

We were limping back to the table—or I should say I was 
limping and she was hopping—when I noticed that the Mo- 
cambo bar had an overworked stool. By overworked, I mean 
that two hundred and thirty pounds or so of Tony Lister 
was huskily arranged on it. Maybe he also thought I was 
Wendell Corey, because he didn’t take his eyes off me for 
the next two drinks. Lister was big time stuff, and Skink 
was of the goon variety. It was just possible that the goon 
was working for the big time stuff, and that they were both 
interested in little old me. Why in hell they should be was 
the question, and I would just have to try to find out. 

I waited for Rickie to finish her current drink, and said, — 
“Tll explain later, honey, but right now we're blowing.” 

I paid the check. We went up a few steps to the landing, 
and then, instead of turning left up some more steps to the 
foyer, I directed a detour to the right and into the bar. I 
walked up to a somewhat startled large-sized man. “Hi, — 
Tony,” I greeted him cheerily. “Good to see you again.” 

“Hiya, kid,” he said. “What do you know?” 

“Same old jazz,” I said. 

Then I stood there looking at him quizzically until he 
said, “You know, kid, you look familiar, but I’m not placin’ 
you. 

“Karns is my name—Bret Karns. And this is Miss Nolan.” 
“Hiya, Miss Karns,” he said. A 
“No,” I corrected. “She’s Nolan—I’m Karns.” : 

“Yeah,” he said coldly. Then, turning away, “See you a- 
round, eh, kid?” 

“Yeah, kid,” I mocked. “Wouldn’t doubt it.” 

Rickie was a bit puzzled, but she was beginning to get 
accustomed to my erratic behavior patterns by now. Out 
front I let Erie know that I wanted my car brought around, 
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but there were three other parties already waiting so I could 
do nothing but relax and wait. I was about to say some- 
thing to Rickie when a familiar voice behind me said, “Hi, 
Mr. Karns.” 

I didn’t have to turn around to get a picture of my old 
friend Harry Mackey. He would look like a reissue of Neville 
Chamberlain in his ever-present raincoat. He would have his 
inexpensive reflex camera strapped around his neck, and his 
hat would be the usual black job which was blocked to re- 


semble a Homburg. His appearance would contrast ludi-~ 


-crously with his speech, which was of the native Brooklyn 


variety. I turned, and said, “How you doing, Harry? Didn’t 
see you when we came in.” 

“J just got here a few minutes ago,” he explained. “Had to 
work late tonight.” 

“What are you doing?” I inquired, after he and Rickie 
had exchanged a greeting. 

“Oh, just some yard work for some people down on Mel- 
rose.” 

Harry was an important part of a strange breed of movie 
fan. There are actually only a few of them, and since he’s 
been at it for twenty-two years, he’s generally looked upon 
as Number One. These are the people whose lives revolve 
around the lives of the picture stars. They know every move 


_the stars make, and perhaps many they are anticipating. 
They attach themselves to the bistros the stars frequent, and 


attend all star functions. They actually live the life the stars 

live, except they live it vicariously, from the outside. 

: “Did you read about me in the papers, Harry?” I asked 
im. 

“Yeah, I read it,” he said, sounding kind of embarrassed 
about it. “I guess they're all going nuts.” 

“Thanks for your confidence, pal,” I said. Then, as my 
Thunderbird pulled up front, I said to him, “By the way, if 
you want a couple of days’ work, I could use you. I’m be- 
hind on the stuff I shot at the premiére.” 

“Be glad to help you out, Mr. Karns,” he said. “Be there 
first. thing in the morning.” 

I gave Emie a buck, and closed the door after Rickie. 
When I got inside and took off, I said to Rickie, “Harry feels 
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sorry for me, I guess, about the bad publicity and all. That’s 
the first time he ever accepted a job without going through ~ 
the ritual of checking his calendar.” ‘ 

“He’s never let you down though, has he?” 

“No, but he always has to check his calendar. It’s a 
thing with him.” 

Harry was a fine darkroom man, and his part-time services 
were perfect for my present setup. When I had a couple of 
big assignments in a row, like a premiére or an opening, I'd 
use Harry to get caught up. Otherwise I preferred to do my 
own lab work. Since the magazine assigned Rickie to write 
my captions, I had time to do most of it. I originally 
worked out of the Madden offices, but when I made my in- 
dependent deal with them I rented my own place. This al- 
lowed me to do side jobs, and in a sense gave me an attitude — 
of master of my soul. Not to Harry’s extent, but more than 
before the change. 

Before we reached Rickie’s apartment, I explained about 
Lister and Skink and their big eyes, and pointed out that 
Lister was faking the bit about not knowing me. I used to 
see him around town every night of my life, and he used to 
see me, too. He remembered me all right, and something 
strange seemed to indicate that we would know each other 
better in the near future. Since I couldn’t see any reason to 
involve Rickie in this unwanted re-acquaintanceship, I was 
about to cut our evening short. 

She didn’t like the idea very much, but then, what 
woman would? I could tell that she hoped to continue the 
evening in the apartment, if the partying had to stop, and 
it wasn’t a bad idea at-all. Any other time, that is. In fact, 
I could make myself available for this young lady twenty- 
four-hours-a-day, but at the moment there was too much 
Lister and Skink on my mind to even concentrate. There 
was . . . but then came the kiss. My part of it was of the 
chicken-peck variety. That’s how it all started, at least, but 
-the peck seemed somehow to extend from the doorway to 
inside her living room, and at the rate of speed things were 
going, I had an idea it might even go all the way. 

When we finally had to come up for air, Rickie broke 
away and busied herself with creating some atmosphere. 
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She lit the base light of the floor lamp, put on the mellowest 
of records, and fixed me a tall one with soda. All of these 
arrangements interrupted the smooching continuity some- 
what, but I felt things would soon get back to the issue at 
hand. They did. 

No time at all had passed before we reached the point of 
no return. Everything that could fall into the category of 
preliminaries had been accomplished, and believe me, I 
didn’t have to be a rapist to get this far. Rickie was ready. 
After a solid year of nothing but hand slaps, I was finally 
making out. I was all set for the final step, but actually I 
found myself hedging. I might have been out of. my mind, 
but it was happening. Here was the culmination of my wild- 


est erotic dream lying next to me in a tight embrace, and I 
~ was about to goof it up. It wasn’t like me at all. I was sick, 


sick, sick, but I said, “Let’s have another drink, okay, honey?” 

“Well . . . why sure,” she said, pulling things together. 
“Tll get you one.” 

In a couple of minutes she came back with the drink. I 
took it and said, “Sit down, honey.” 

She sat beside me kind of stiffly, and looked down at her 
folded hands. “What happened?” she asked quietly. 

“I'm sorry, honey,” I said. “I couldn’t go through with 
it 

She looked into my eyes. “Why?” she asked in sincere 
puzzlement. 

I was feeling funny as hell. Kind of clumsy and childish. 
I wasn’t enjoying the feeling at all. I was out of character. 


“Well,” I said, “anyone else . . . no, no . . . what I mean 


is you—well, honey, youre different. It shouldn't be like 
that with you. 

She didn’t say anything, but snuggled under my arm. I 
wondered who it was I’d just heard talking. Me? Couldn’t 
have been. The music played on, and we just sat there and 


. listened to it for a while. Rickie finally said, “I thought that 
_ was what you wanted, Bret.” 


“T did,” I said quickly, “and I do, but suddenly I real- 


ized there are ways and there are ways.’ 
“I was so worried ebout you last night,” she said, “and 


I did some thinking.” 
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“T can take care of myself, honey,” I assured her. 

“I was still worried. I was worried about your safety, but 
it was more than that. I was also worried that I might lose 
you.” ‘ 

“How so?” 

“Well, when I found out you were safe, I started thinking 
about us—you and me. I started thinking that you’re used 
to a different life than you’ve led these past few months. I 
was afraid if something real important was missing in our 
relationship, you might return to that other life.” 

“You shouldn’t think that, honey.” 

“Well, I wanted to give you everything . .. everything © 
you might want.” 

Rickie wasn’t a crier. I knew her well enough to know 
that, and she didn’t cry much now. Just a sniffle or two. “You 
must think I’m terrible now,” she said, between sniffles. 

“No, baby. That’s not true at all. Just the opposite, in 
fact.” 

“I'm so ashamed,” she wept. 

“Please, Rick. Don’t do that. Look, honey, I’m not much 
of a bargain. I’m afraid there are faults in my creaky old 
soul that sadly overshadow my meager virtues, but if you're 
willing to . . . I mean if you feel ... well...” 

Then there was a bell. A phone bell. As a figure of speech,” 
I was saved by it, but I wasn’t so sure I wanted to be 
saved this time. 

Rickie shook her head, with a sigh, and went to the desk 
to answer it. “A friend of yours,” she said. “What did you 
do, send an SOS by telepathy?” 

It was Bob Snyder. He’d called Rickie hoping to locate ~ 
me. He said he had some information for me, and had © 
stopped by the studio. He’d seen the lights on upstairs, but 
when he rang the night bell the lights went out and no one 
answered. I treated the matter lightly for Rickie’s sake, but 
I was plenty concerned. Somebody had to be turning these 
light switches on and off, and it wasn’t me, because I was 
at my girl friend’s house trying to propose to her. I knew 
that, but that was about all I did know. I lightly told Bob 
Id call him later, and said good-by. 

“I’m sorry, I have to leave for a little while, honey,” I 
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said, “Bob has something he thinks I should know about. 
Didn’ t want to discuss it on the phone.” 

She began looking worried. I assured her, “Now don’t 
worry. I’m just going over to talk to Bob. I'll stay out of 
trouble.” 

| I gave her a kiss and walked her to the door with me. 
_ “Be careful, Bret,” she said seriously. 

“J will,” I said. “Shall we finish our talk a little later?” 

Smiling, she said, “Just what were you about to say, sir?” 
_ “Well,” I said, cupping her chin. “I don’t quite remem- 
ber, but as I recall, it had something to do with a cigar.” 
iA what?” 

“A cigar,” I repeated. “Where else would I get the ring?” 

I pecked her on the lips and closed the door, 


Chapter Eight 


THE FRONT DOOR was locked tight, and things looked in or- 
_. der in the office. Then I walked down the long hallway to 
the back door, where things weren’t in order at all. What 
used to be the window in the back door was now a splintered 
mess on the floor. Next to that mess was still another mess. 
This one was blood. It led from the door to the wash basin 
‘in the corner. The hand towel which had been on the rack 
‘was gone. My caller obviously had come out second best in 
his tangle with the door glass. 

I then checked upstairs, and wasn’t at all happy with what 
I saw. My living quarters were in a state of complete up- 
side down. Not a drawer was left with its contents intact. 
peyovthing was torn apart, and my clothes were strewn 
~ from one end of the room to the other. I didn’t do too much 
but stand there and look at it for a while. I was too puzzled. 
What in the name of God did I have that they would want 
this badly? 

My apartment was separated from my studio by a hall- 
way. I walked down the hallway and tried the studio door. 
It was still locked, but I opened the door and checked my 
equipment anyway. Nothing seemed to have been touched. 
It was obvious that I had something somebody wanted, but 
the motive had to be other than mere robbery. Otherwise this 
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room would have been explored at length. The room showed 
no evidence of having even been entered. I returned to my 
apartment and started picking up a few odds and ends of . 
clothing. At best, my wardrobe left a lot to be desired, but - 
this was doing it no good at all. I hung up most of the 
clothes, but didn’t even start on the rest of the job. All of 
my books were pulled out of their built-in shelves and 
they formed an untidy pile on the floor. The worst mess 
however was the emptied drawers on both my desk and my © 
two chests. 

As I surveyed the mess, I was mad enough to do plenty 
about it—if I could find out who to do it to. As it was, I felt 
a bit frustrated. I went down the stairs, scratching my head, 
wondering, in an angry way, what was going on. I had 
reached the downstairs hall when I heard someone rapping 
at the front door. I was startled, as I anticipated the return 
of my tormentors, but a quick glance dispelled the moment- 
ary thrill. The face framed by cupped hands against the 
glass of the door was a friendly one. As I let the friendly 
face in, I looked around the office for any additional traces 
my intruders might have left. Though the office had a couple 
of open drawers, everything looked pretty much intact. I 
might have left the drawers open myself. 

“How you doing, Harry?” I said to the friendly face. 
“What's on your mind?” 

I wasn’t very surprised at Harry’s visit. He often dropped 
in when my lights indicated that I might be working late. 
“I've been trying to get hold of you, Mr. Karns,” he said. 

“How come?” 

“Well, something happened I thought you oughta know 
about,” he said. “Remember when we were talkin’ out front 
of the Mocambo?” 

“Sure.” 

“Well, just as you left some creep comes out and watches 
you take off. He looked so interested in you, I got interested 
in him.” 

“Who was the guy?” I asked. : 

“Don’t know him. I asked Ernie who he was, babies 
cars, but then he got busy with the after-the-show rush 
and I never did find out. He was big though.” 
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“Bigger than J am?” 

“Yeah, I think so. I'd say by at least two or three inches.” 

Unless it was tall night at the Mocambo, it had to be 
Lister. I’m six-two and there aren’t too many people noticea- 
bly taller than that. “I think I know who it is, Harry,” I fad. 
“What did he do after I left?” y 

“That’s what I’m getting to,” he said. “You know how ‘the 
phone is in that little room, just inside the front door?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Well, this guy used it, see. I edged as close as I could ~ 
without gettin’ tossed out in the street, but I almost gave up. 
The guy closed the door. First he dialed a number, then 

he hung up. About a half minute later the phone rang and 
he picked it up and started talkin’.” 

“Did you pick up anything at all?” 

“Well, maybe I did, I dunno. He must have got hot in 
there ‘cause after a minute he opened the door a little. I 
heard him say something about playin’ it safe. He said to 
take one more look around and then meet him. He also 
mumbled something about a white Thunderbird. I just added 
it up and figured they must be talkin’ about you.” 

It was beginning to look as though my presumed at- 
traction to Lister wasn’t just an outcropping of a dormant 
“persecution complex. “Did you find out where they were 
going to meet?” I asked impatiently. 

_ “Well, here’s what happened,” Harry said. “I decided I 
better check the place here. If you were here, I'd just say 
hello and forget about it. If you weren't, I’d see if all was 
copacetic. I saw a light in the back, and figured I'd make 
with the hello. When I pounded on the door, I heard some 
noise, and then I saw a couple of characters runnin’ to the 
back door.” 

“Did you get a good look at them?” 

“No, Mr. Karns, I didn’t, but I’m not through yet.” 

Trying to keep from showing my impatience, I said, “What 
happened then, Harry?” 

“I got in my car and headed for Sunset Plaza Drive.” 

“That was quick thinking,” I said. He knew that the 
alley behind the office came out there. “Did you follow 
them?” 
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“I tried to, Mr. Karns.” 

“Tried?” I said, feeling the digging stabs of diskppoit: 
ment. 

“Well, Mr. Karns, my car hasn’t been runnin’ like it ought 
to. Just as this black Buick comes bustin’ around the cor- 
ner, Lydia stalls on me.” 

“You lost them, then?” 

“That’s about the size of it, Mr. Karns.” 

“Well, nice try anyway, Harry,” I said, patting his rain- 
coated shoulder. “You were really on your toes, pal.” 

“J got the license number.” 

“Great,” I exclaimed. “Let’s have it.” 

“It’s right here,” he said, reaching into the coat pocket. 
First he tried the right, then the left. Then he tried each 
of the pockets of his suit, and finally his trousers. “I had 
it right here a minute ago, Mr. Karns. Can’t understand it.” » 

“That’s all right, Harry,” I said, trying to show under- 
standing. “I couldn’t have learned anything through that 
until tomorrow anyway. Id like to lacate Lister tonight some- 
how.” 

“We might check with the cabby,” he suggested. 

“Cabby?” 

“Yeah, this guy took a cab just after the phone call. I 
would have followed him, but I hadn’t got to my car yet.” 
“You've been a lot of help,” I said. “What time is it?” 

After a glance at his pocket watch, he said, “About two- 
fifteen.” 

“If you’re going to work tomorrow, you better get your- 
self some sleep.” 

“Yd be glad to stick with you, Mr. Karns, if you could 
use my help.” : 

“No, you go home,” I said. “That is if Lydia will get you 
there.” 

“Oh, no strain there. She may take her time about it, but 
shell get me there all right.” 

“Okay, Harry. I'll see you... and thanks.” 

“Anytime, Mr. Karns. Any time at all.’ 

When I was sure Harry was on his way home, I buzzed 
back to the Mocambo. I didn’t want Harry to get himself 
involved in my problems, any more than he already was. 


| 


iid 
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Ernie was still busy trying to get the noisy closing-hour 
crowd on its way home, but I managed to call him aside for 
a second to start his memory working. I watched him for 
the next few minutes, and his interest in the departing 
club patrons made me wonder if he had forgotten about 
me. 4 
He called a cab over, and a party of people started toward 
it. When he opened the door, he looked at the driver and 


_ said, “No, I’m sorry folks, this cab is for Mr. Karns here.” 


At first I didn’t understand, and I started to set him 
right. His timely wink saved us all some embarrassment. 
I crawled in, and made his night a little brighter with one 
of my two remaining fives. He closed the door, the driver 
hit the flag and asked, “Where to?” That was a good 
question. 

“Td like to go to the same place you took that real tall 
guy from here a couple of hours ago,” I said. 

“What?” he said, turning around. 

“Just drive on,” I said quickly, “and I'll explain.” 

He did, and I did. First he let me know he had carted 
dozens of people from the Mocambo on this fair evening. 


_ My remaining five helped him to remember a single fare who 


should have paid double, because he was twice as big as 
anyone else. He would never have remembered this per- 
fectly ordinary fare if it hadn’t been for my five-dollar 
memory refresher. He would never have remembered a six- 


-foot-five Gargantua who went to an all-night health food 


store on Vine Street. Let’s be sensible; practically every- 
body is a giant, and almost all Mocambo patrons leave 
there for a midnight snack of health food. 

When I found out what I wanted to know, I told him to 
let me out. As it was, my thirty-five cent fare had to come 
out of his refresher, and I was afraid he might get irked if 
I dipped into it any further. I walked the block back to my 
car, and headed for Vine. 


Chapter Nine 


I KNEW THE sTORE the cab driver was talking about, but this 
was the first I knew about its all-night activities. Besides 
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its retail counter, the place had five booths making an L 
shape along two of its walls. At the end of the L was a 
door. In the booth next to the door were Lister and two 
playmates. One of the playmates was Skink. The events of 
the evening were beginning to knit together. 

I was doing my observing from the sidewalk outside, and 
was sure I hadn’t been seen. As it was, I was plenty lucky 
to find the boys together, especially since better than two 
hours had passed since the cab driver had delivered Lister. 
I couldn’t take time to study matters. I had to act now if I 
was going to at all. First I had to find the back of the 
store, to determine whether its physical aspects were with 
or against me. I hoped the door next to the booth was an 
outside door. 

The location of the door was about half a block north 
of Hollywood Boulevard, a little above the El Capitan 
Theater. My car was parked directly in front of the El Cap. 
I had an idea that the alley beside the theater would some- 
how lead to a back entrance to the store. On my route to 
the alley, I stopped for a moment at my car. My quick 
search for a weapon ended with my unimaginative selection 
of a screw driver. This I preferred over the broken pencil 
and sunglasses which totaled the contents of the compart- 
ment between the seats. Then a memory of my friend Harry 
offered another idea. This idea was to include among my 
props a raincoat. My old grease-stained army trench coat 
was in its usual location in a corner of the trunk, wadded up 
of course, but then the coat’s purpose was wholly utilitarian. 
Its deep pocket would cover my forbidding weapon. 

The alley was directly beside the El Cap, but what I was 
looking for I found behind the theater. It was a passage- 
way which served as an easement, connecting the buildings 
beside the theater to the main alley. Parked illegally in 
the main alley near the opening of the passageway was a 
Buick sedan. I had a strong feeling that Harry’s misplaced 
license number would correspond with the one on this car. 

The health store was three doorways north of the 
theater, but from the rear it was difficult to identify because 
the third building had no back door at all, and its depth 
was much shallower than the others. The second building 
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extended all the way to the passageway. It took me a few 
minutes to realize that the extended part of the second 
building must serve as a back room to the third. If the door 
at the back of the health food store led anywhere at all, it - 
would have to lead into this building. As I remembered, 
the second store was an exclusive haberdashery. It prob- 
ably had no need for a rear exit. 

One of the windows was slightly open, but no purpose 
was served by it, since all the windows were enclosed by 
steel bars. The door was wearing heavy steel mesh, and 
was itself of a very sturdy variety, so little hope was offered 
there. I had made up my mind to tackle things from the 
front, when a spray of light came from within. I looked 
~ closer and saw that the door leading to the store was open. 
I could see Skink standing there saying something that was 
directed back toward the location of the booth, and then 
he closed the door and switched on the light in the back 
room. He walked to the sink close to my open window. He 
started the water running, and grimaced as he unwrapped 
the blood-soaked towel from his right hand. He swore and 
grumbled to himself as he let the water run on the ugly cuts 
about his thumb and fingers. Here, I decided, was one gun 
I might have a chance against. 

In a moment, Lister himself entered the room, followed 
by the other tough-looking mug. Lister was carrying a cigar 
box and some papers. He looked grotesque as hell, with a 
pair of horn-rimmed glasses down on the bridge of his 
nose. As he placed the things he was carrying on the packing 
cases, he said to the man behind him, “Looks like Lister 
did it again, Max. This time legitimate. Tonight was better 
than any yet.” 

Skink was still grumbling. “I still don’t know why you 
don’t get a bar or a night club or something,” he argued. 

“Why don’t you shut up, Skink?” he advised, but not 
really mad. “If you had been drinking goat’s milk instead 
of that rot gut, you wouldn’t be so nervous.” 

“If you're talking about my getting cut, my nerves had 
nothing to do with it. I just slipped. It could have happened 
to anyone.” 

Lister was on his knees now, and though at first he gave 
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the strange illusion of praying to Allah, I could soon see 
that he was working the combination on a floor safe. He 
opened it and put the papers away. Then he opened the 
cigar box and took out a wad of bills. “Look at that,” he 
said, flipping through them. “All honest, clean, square-apple 
money. How about that. I might even go straight.” 

His stooges said nothing, but showed none of Lister’s 
enthusiasm. When he put the cigar box away, he said to 
Skink, “Give me the great find you came up with, stupid.” 

Skink ignored Lister and kept running the water over 
his hand. Finally Max went to a shelf over the sink and 
got the book binder for Lister. 

Lister put it in the safe also, and then closed the heavy 
steel lid and gave the dial a twist. “If I keep you around I’m 
going to have to hire a nurse, too,” he said to Skink, as 
he rose to his feet. : 

“This thing is bad, boss,” Skink said. “I’m going to have to 
get to a doc and get it sewed up.” 

“Let’s get out of here,” Lister ordered, removing his 
glasses. Skink wrapped his hand in another towel and the 
three headed for the door. : 3 

I moved quickly around the corner into the darkness as 
the three of them came out into the alley. Skink was first, 
Max was second, and then last, but who could say least, was 
Lister. The two men walked a few steps as Lister tested 
the door. They stood waiting for him, no more than three 
feet from: where I stood. I was becoming a trifle nervous. 
Finally the two moved on as Lister started to follow. £ 

When Lister was opposite me, I came in behind him. 
“Hold it right there!” I commanded, trying to sound like I 
meant it. “Or you’re dead.” 

Lister made a quick move, but checked it instantly as © 
he felt my weapon poking him in the back. “This is only a 
.22 target pistol,” I said, hoping he would believe it. “But 
it'll sure make a dandy little hole in you.” 

“Might at that,” said Lister, too calmly for my comfort. 

When I saw Lister’s boys stir a little up ahead of us, I 
said, “Stay put, gentlemen. The slightest move and your 
boss is dead.” 

When my words were finished, Skink and the other 
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dreamy character became transfixed in the light from the 
street lamp. They looked like a couple of illuminated foun- 
tain statues. 

“What’s your beef, kid?” Lister asked over his shoulder, 
“Who are you?” 

“You know damn well who I am, Lister. We had a 
pleasant little conversation a while back at the Mocambo 
bar. 

“Oh, yeah,” he said. “Uh ... Mr. Nolan, isn’t it?” 

“That name'll do,” I said. “Now, I’m going to tell you 
what I want first. I want you to tell your dimpled darlings 
over there to go back to my office the same way they did be- 
fore. Then I want them to march up to my apartment like 
little gentlemen—and put every single goddamned item back 
in its right place. Do you understand that? Then, later on, 
when they come back, you and I will go over and inspect 
their job. Now, read that back to me.” 

The short one pleaded, “But, boss, I gotta get to a doc.” 

“Shut up and do what he said,” Lister ordered. 

“That’s more like it,” I said. “And now, while we're 
waiting, why don’t you entertain me by telling me what this 
is all about.” 

Lister was standing with arms in the air. “Is it okay if I 
move, kid?” he said. “Can’t stay in this position forever.” 

I couldn’t let him turn around, because I felt that his 
respect for my target pistol might wane somewhat if he saw 
it was a screw driver. “Lean your arms against the build- 
ving here,” I compromised. “That should be nice and comfy.” 

When he complied, I reached inside his coat to where 
any decent gangster would wear a shoulder holster. Obvious- 
ly, Lister wasn’t any decent gangster because he didn’t have 
one. Any feeling of security, false or otherwise, that I had 
built up until now was rapidly crumbling. I had been count- 
ing on his gun to see my little sham to its conclusion. 

“I don’t carry a gun, kid,” he said. “Think I’m crazy?” 

I wasn’t going to tell him, but I thought he was real 
crazy for not carrying one. In the movies they all did. 

Lister started to stir restlessly, while I mused. “Stand 
still,” I ordered as sternly as I could. My voice sounded a 
little weak to me. I hoped it didn’t to him. 
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“Now look,” he complained. “This position is damned un- 
comfortable. Do you expect me to stay like this till the boys 
get back?”- 

“Tf I tell you to, you will.” 

He shrugged as best he could in that position, and added, 
“We might just as well go inside and wait. You know I’m . 


not armed ... and besides, I've got something in there 
that belongs to you.” 
“What's that?” 


“Can we go in then?” 

“Where are your keys?” 

“In my right coat pocket, I think.” 

“Stay there,” I cautioned. Then I carefully reached into 
the designated pocket and came up with a bunch of hove 

“Which is it?” 

“Tt would be the newest one on the chain.” 

I took the one that appeared the shiniest, and backed a 
few steps to the door. I watched Lister as I fitted it into the 
lock. It worked. With the door open, I reached inside a- 
round the corner and flipped the light switch. When I was 
sure my screw driver looked right in the raincoat pocket, I | 
ordered Lister to enter the room. 

“Take a seat over there,” I commanded, nodding toward a 
wooden crate, near where I had seen him work the safe. 

“This will be my office when I get things squared around,” 


ae 
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he said. Then he added apologetically, “It’s kind of a mess” 


now. 

I selected another box a short distance from him, but 
didn’t. say anything right away. I kept pointing my pocket 
at him, however, and he kept looking at it. I was beginning 
to get a little nervous, so I said, “What do you have that 
belongs to me?” 

“Oh, I almost forgot,” he said. “It’s in the safe there. Can 
I get it?” 

“Go ahead.” 

By the time he had the combination worked, I was stand- 
ing over him. I wanted to make sure the little gift he had 
in mind wasn’t a dangerous kind. He lifted the steel door 
up, and reached inside. He paused a moment, looking me 
over, and then came out with a ledger book. My ledger book. 


; 
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It contained my entire bookeeping system from the time I 
opened my own studio. 

“What the hell are you doing with that?” I said. 

“Just a mistake,” he said, rising. He handed it to me. “The 
boys took it by mistake.” 

He returned to the crate he had been sitting on. “Why did 
they take this?” I asked. 

“I said it was a mistake,” he answered. “You know what I 
do want, though, don’t you?” 

. “You tell me,” I said, having not the slightest idea of 
what he meant. 

“Okay,” he sighed. “If you want to play it like a game, it’s 
okay with me. I want those pages you took.” 

“Pages?” 

“Corhe on now, you know damned well what Pin talking 
about,” he snarled. “So far, I haven’t gotten mad at you, but 
that could change.” 

“You sure got the guts, Ill have to say that for you,” I 
said, amazed at him. “You have my home torn to shreds, and 
then you tell me you might get mad at me. You must be 
forgetting, too, that I’m the boy with the gun.” 

_ First he smirked. Then he said, “You know something, 
kid? I don’t believe you got a gun.” 

This was no minor jolt, but I reacted well, “Then why 
don’t you try something? If you want to find out for sure 
—that’s the way.’ 

He looked, for a minute, as though he might actually he 
considering it, but seemed finally to change his mind. “Those 
pages you took out of that ledger book—out at the Kelvin 
ranch, remember?” 

That hit me with enough thrust to send me into orbit. 
So that was what all the fuss was about. I almost said, “Oh, 
.those pages,” but I didn’t; I just looked blank. Since I’d put 
those damned things under that plant in the Kelvin garden, 
they had left my mind completely. I guessed I was pretty 
dumb at that. I must have made quite a find at that... 
inadvertent as it was. 

“What do you want with them anyway?” Lister asked. 

I answered with a question, which had been popping fre- 
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quently into my mind. “What’s your connection with Kelvin?” 
I asked. 

“Okay, kid. We'll let it ride for now, but you better con- 
sider co-operating. It'll save you a bunch of real trouble.” 


“I hope I didn’t go and make you mad,” I said, taunting . 


him. First he looked at me coldly, but then lit up. 


“Hell no, kid,” he said, palsy-walsy like. “How about if 


I go inside and: get us a couple drinks. You like coconut 
milkP Or how about a date shake?” 

“No,” I said sarcastically. “I'm trying to quit. Let’s just 
stay here and chat.” 

“Just got this place a week ago,” he said euthusiaationlly: 
“Looks like I got myself a gold mine. Open twenty-four 
hours a day. By the way, you won't spread it around, will 
you? I mean that this place is mine?” 

“Why the secrecy?” I inquired. “Are you spiking the 
carrot juice or something?” 

“Naw,” he laughed. “Nothing like that. Just wanted to 
keep the parole officers from snooping around. Theyre bad 
for business.” 

I knew Lister had served a lot of time on different oc- 
casions, but it seemed to me that the last sentence was a 


pretty short one. “What did you do that time for recently?” — 


I asked. “Was it a narcotics charge?” 


“Hell, no!” he erupted. “I never messed with that stuff in — 


any way.” 

I didn’t think that he had ever been mixed up in narcotics, 
but then I just said it to needle him a little bit. It sure 
worked. “Something to do with minors, wasn’t it?” I kept 
prying. 

“T owned a magazine distributing company,” he explained 


angrily. “It was a bum rap. One of the drivers of one of the. 


trucks slipped some dirty books to one of the stands. Strictly 
on his own hook, mind you, but the bastards said I was 
running a pornography racket.” 

“Tm sure it was a definite miscarriage of justice,” I teased. 
“J can tell by your honest face.” 

my | might as well tell you, kid—I’m getting mad at 7a 
Real mad.” 

“And I might as well tell you that you’re not alone. I’ve 
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been mad right from the start. I’m just not the type to show 
atl: 

In the next few minutes, he made a threat or two, but 
didn’t do anything. One thing was sure, though. Our little 
chat had sure gone to pot. He was saying nothing at all of 
importance, and certainly offered no indication of his con- 
nection with Kelvin. When enough time had passed for the 
boys to be completing their clean-up job, I decided to exit. 
I figured I’'d have to pass up the promised tour of inspection, 
since my weapon hadn’t taken on any additional lethal 
qualities. : 

I went to the door which led to the store. Lister stood up. 


“You're not leaving so soon, are you, kid?” he said. “The » 


boys will be disappointed if they don’t get to see you again.” 

“¥ wouldn’t be surprised if you might plan another meet- 
ing for us all,” I said. 

“I can promise you that,” he said with a wry smile, “if 
you don’t come up with those papers.” 

“You know, I’ve been thinking it over, Lister.” 

“What's that?” he said. “You mean about the papers?” 

“No, about you.” . 

“What about me?” 

“T've decided I don’t like you at all.” 

He looked hurt. “Now that can’t be,” he said. “Most people 
find me real charming.” 

I let him say that. Then I let him have my biggest right 
to his mid-section. He doubled up. 

“That’s to let you know that some people don’t like having 


_ their homes messed up.” 


He grabbed a crate and pulled himself up straight. I 
opened the door and started out. Before I closed it again, 
I heard him gasp, “You'll die for this, Karns.” 

As I fought my way through the all-night health food 
store, I was appreciating at least one thing. Tony Lister 
had finally remembered my name. 


Chapter Ten 


I prove toward home, keeping an eye alerted for a black 
Buick. I was happy not to spot it, because I felt I’d socialized 
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enough for one evening. Evening? My clock on the dashboard 
said it was morning. The little hand pointed to the three and 
the big hand was on the five. I kept thinking about all the 
stuff I’d come across in my cell at the ranch. I wondered who 
it was that had goofed. Obviously those items weren’t meant 
for my beady little eyes. It was also obvious that my promise 


to Ryan had gone the way of most promises I make, but 


this time I couldn’t take the entire blame. Extenuating cir- 
cumstances had forced me back into the caper. Like all my 
belongings being extenuated all over the floor. Besides my 
compulsion to dole out the just deserts for the mess they 
had made, I was now getting curious again. What the hell 
did those ledger entries represent? This I had to find out. 

Home and place of business were quiet, front and back. 
I checked both to be sure. I parked in my place in the alley 
and went in the back door. I used my last twitchings of 
energy to move my monstrous filing cabinet against the 
broken door. 

After I returned my ledger book to its place in the front 
desk, I went upstairs. I was amazed to find the boys had 
done a fairly tidy job. I shouldn’t have been though, be- 
cause it was obvious that they were the Mama’s-little-helper 
types at heart. 

With the many problems dancing through my mind, I 
had a rough time getting to sleep. It must have taken me at 
least three seconds. 


Why does the phone always have to ring when I’m in the 
darkroom? It never fails, Whenever I'm in the middle of 
Sao dello. 

A horrible voice said, “Good morning, God’s gift to San 
Quentin. Is your Brownie strapped to your abdomen, ready 
for action?” 

I wasn’t in any darkroom, I was merely in bed. The voice 
grating at me wasn’t even a murderer. It was much worse. 
It was my old hating buddy, Tess Blackheart. “Why don’t 
you drop—” 

The screeching interrupted me. “Now don’t hang up, 
vulgar one. You’ve got an assignment today—an important 
one, I might add—and it’s my job, as disgusting as it is, to 
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stir you into action. So start making like a photographer.” 

Tess Blackheart was actually an ugly woman named 
Tess Linville. She ran the Madden West Coast office, and 
I'd feuded with her for four long years. Now was no time 
to call a truce, and I doubted if that time would ever come. 
The first two years of my affiliation with the organization 
had us hating each other for real, because I was nothing 
more than another employee. When I gained my independ- 
ence, so to say, we just went on like that, I guess because 
the pattern was so firmly established by then, and because 
love doesn’t emanate from a mere operational change. 

So here was tall, skinny, flat-chested Tess on the phone, 
and she was doing her best to make a simple assignment 
nauseating enough to excite me to swear words. “What's 
the assignment, Blackheart?” 

“In precisely thirty minutes you are to pick up Ned 
Crumley at the Noyes-Slutzker office. He will direct you to 
the home of- Desirée Simone. You will then proceed to a 
beach location with Miss Simone and Mr. Crumley. At this 
location you will make thirty reproducible shots which are 
to tell a story in pictures of Miss Simone’s day at the beach.” 

This was the first time since I’d started with Madden that 
I regretted my war with old Tess. I wanted to yell, “Yipee.” 
Instead I uttered flatly, “Good-by, Miss Scrooge,” and hung 
up. 

Things weren’t exactly as I'd had them arranged before 


‘the upset, but, as I mentioned, the boys hadn’t done a bad 


job at all. Things were almost neat again, I even found my- 
self whistling a tune or two between strokes of the Gillette. 
Of course there was a possibility that my tunes were brought 
on by the anticipation of photographing the hottest discovery 
since Lana Turner. It was just possible. 

In the way of a small tribute to the luscious French im- 
port I would be working with, I picked out one of my 
Lacoste shirts to wear. The tan one with dark green stripes. 
The perfect choice of slacks seemed to be my new light 
brown Forstmann’s. A pair of brown loafers completed the 
dressing job, and after a swift stroke or two of the comb 
through my Ivy League haircut, I was practically on my way. 
I say practically because I had to pick up something in the 
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studio. The principal something was my Hasselblad outfit. 


_I checked the case to be sure the three lenses were in their 


places. They were. Then the two backs checked out okay. 


One with Panchromatic, the other with Kodacolor. The ex-. 
posure meter was in its appropriate slot. Everything was. 


ready to go. I slung the case over my shoulder, grabbed a 
couple of extra boxes of film, and tripped lightly down the 
stairs. 

The light was on at the darkroom door. That meant Harry 
was on the job. A peek around the corner into the office gave 
me a look at little Rickie. She was as sparkly as a glass of 
fresh soda water, in her starched white blouse and navy 
skirt. “Good morning, my dear,” I sang out, 

“I don’t believe it,” was her strange reply. 

“Believe what?” 

“TI know you don’t believe in watches, but you must have 
tilted your an rig It’s only eight fifteen . . . A.M. that is.” 

“So Pa 

“So, I’ve never seen you down here before nine since I’ve 
been working in these parts. What’s the occasion?” 

“No occasion,” I lied. “Just felt like getting up a little 
early, that’s all.” As I spoke, I thumbed through the memos 
sent down by the Madden office. 

“What happened after you left last night?” Rickie asked. 
“Did you stay out of trouble?” 

“As a matter of fact, honey,” I said, “I had a showdown 
with Lister. He’s somehow connected with the Kelvins. He 
thinks I know something, but. I think I convinced him that 
he’s wrong.” ” This I knew was a whopper, but I could see no 
sense in having her worry herself about it. 

“What's the assignment?” she asked, with a kooetne smirk, 
“Brigitte Bardot?” 

This gal amazed me. “No, but youre mighty warm, you 
sleuth you. The assignment, as you so cleverly deducted, is 
not Miss Bardot, who, if I’m not mistaken, happens to be 
somewhere in Europe. But the assignment does happen: to 
be of similar proportions, and I do mean proportions!” 

“Desirée Simone?” she said, tapping a toe. 
“You guessed it,” I said, on the way toward the hall. I 
poked my head back into the room. “Jealous?” — 


ton pore 0 UCB ed FF ym 2 Pier ee ae ee ee Bitct — a. _ > SS ae Ta yee 


66 SCARLET STARLET 


Rickie was already seated at her desk, not even facing 
me. “Why should I be?” she said, as she threaded a hunk 
of paper into the Smith-Corona. 

I quit while I was ahead, and scurried on down the hall. 
The darkroom warning light was still lit, so I skipped 
greeting Harry. I went out the back door, after my struggle 
to return the filing cabinet to its right place. 

The car was where I'd left it, all right, but for the first 
time in my life I checked under the hood before starting it. 
I wouldn’t know what a bomb looked like if I-choked on 
one, but I had a hunch that something would have to be 


‘wired to something or other to make one work. I found 


nothing that looked unusual, so I latched the hood, got in the 
car, and took off. 

The Noyes-Slutzker offices were in the last building on 
the north side of the Strip. They were talent agents, not 
publicity, which made their setting up of this assignment a 
little unusual. Not so unusual that I’d refuse to handle it, of 
course, but with a personality as big as Miss Simone, I would 
naturally assume that her every move, practically, would be 
part of a publicity office’s carefully planned campaign. 

Just as I was about to lay a batch of charm on the red- 
head at the.reception desk, Ned Crumley came down the 
hall. “Come on in the office a second, Karns,” he said. 

I followed him down the hall and into his office. He went 
to a mahogany monster of a desk and picked up a sheet of 
paper. “Here’s some stuff you might try to get of Desir 
he said. 

He handed the paper to me, saying, “Sorry, but I'll have 
to beg off today. Have to meet a VIP at International Air- 
port. Just got the bad news a second ago. Tried to catch you 
at your place, but you’d already gone. Can you handle it 
okay?” 

Was he kidding? Wow! “Gee, I'll sure. try, Mr. Crumley,” 
I said with boyish zeal. ’'d miss that bum like I'd miss a 
case of elephantiasis. If he came along he would only get 
in my hair. 

He was nervous enough to be awaiting the signatures of 
Clark Gable, Gary Cooper, and Bill Holden on a personal 
managership contract. The ideas he’d scratched on the 
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paper were about as creative as something thought up by 
my laundry woman. “Isn’t your client signed up with a 
publicity agency?” I asked, more curious than ever. 

“Oh, sure,” he said. “She’s with Lincoln Struthers.” 

I nodded. The Struthers office was one of the country’s 
largest publicity organizations. Its big office was in New 
York, and if I wasn’t mistaken, Bob Snyder did their West 
Coast work. Since Crumley didn’t offer to explain why the 
Struthers office wasn’t handling this arrangement, I didn’t 
pursue it. 

“Desirée’s living out at Zuma Beach. The address is on 
the paper,” he said. “Ill call her and say you're on the 
way. é 

The way he shuffled me out of the office made me wonder 
if he owed me money. I hurried down to the car, and 
blasted down Sunset as though I were racing a tidal wave. 
Then I suddenly let my foot up on the accelerator. What 
the hell was my rush anyway? Just because Ned Crumley 
was a nervous wreck; why should I get a traffic ticket. Nuts 
to him, and his lousy VIP. Anyway, I wasn’t quite ready to 
separate myself from town. Had to make a call first. 

The phone booth near the front of the Beverly - Hills 
Hotel was free, so I pulled over near it and put it to use. 
The switchboard operator said, “Mr. Snyder will be at his 
phone in a moment. Will you wait?” I said I would. 

“Where were you?” I casually asked when he came on. 

“At this hour of the morning there are certain personal 
duties one sometimes feels called upon to perform. Will 
that explanation suffice, or shall I elucidate?” 

“Elucidate,” I said. 

“Thought you were going to call me last night,” he said, 
instead of elucidating. 

“Got busy,” I said. “What was on your mind?” 

“Just thought you'd like to know that a guy named Tony 
Lister is connected somehow with Sam Kelvin. Got a mur- 
mur at the ranch. Susan said she’d heard the same thing too.” 

“Your flash is a little late, but still interesting,” I said. 
“How does Susan know him?” 

“Says she met him once through Holly.” 

“Holly!” 
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“That’s what Susan said. I didn’t ask where or how.” 

“How about that . . . Holly,” I mused. 

“Tll find out more particulars if I can,” he said. “By the 
way, did you know Holly moved?” 

“Hell, no.” 

“Yep. Susan said she moved sometime yesterday. When 
Suzy got home, Holly was gone—but completely. No note, 
no nothing.” 

“Well, I'll be damned.” 

“Where will you be today? Susan’s going to call me later. 
When she does, I’ll see what else I can find out.” 

“Where I’m going to be is something else I want to talk 
to you about. Do you handle West Coast public relations 
'. for Lincoln Struthers?” 

“Right.” 

“Funny,” I said. “Did you know that Desirée Simone was 
in town?” 

“Sure. Picked her up at the airport myself. Why do you 
ask?” 

“Got a beach assignment with her this morning, and it 
was set up by the Noyes-Slutzker Agency.” 

“Can't figure that.” He sounded puzzled. “I haven’t even 
received the brief on the campaign yet. I was told to let her 
rélax a few days.” 

“That’s curious,” I said. “Could the Noyes office have re- 

_.ceived any directions from Struthers directly?” 

“Oh, I suppose so. I just carry out their orders anyway, 
you know. There might have been a slip-up, and the stuff 
got to their place instead of mine,” 

“Yeah, I suppose. Anyway, I got. the assignment, so I 
better shoot it. I'll ask her about it when I see her.” 

I told Bob I’d call him when I got back, and proceeded 
on my route to the beach. It looked like I might be a little 
late, but by God I was going to make it or bust. So the 
assignment didn’t come through the correct channels. So 
what? 

By the time I reached the Brentwood area, I had an idea 
of what to expect in the way of beach weather. It didn’t 
indicate. a need for:a cloud filter. The haze around the 
Brentwood Shopping Center became unadulterated fog 
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near the outskirts of Pacific Palisades. As I passed the Santa 
Inez Inn, just before the end of Sunset, I had to slow to 
a saunter. If I had been a fly boy, I’'d have described it as 
being socked in. Indications of clearing became evident near 
Topanga Canyon, but the mucky stuff came in heavier than 
ever by the sheriff's sub-station at Malibu. It stayed that 
way for the remaining nine miles to Desirée’s address. I 
wouldn’t have even glanced at a clock for anyone else, but 
for Miss Simone I stole a quick peek; my dashboard time- 
piece said I was forty-five minutes late. That wasn’t too bad 
for me, but this time I was trying. Just goes to show you, 
doesn’t it? 

A mail box showed the number I was looking for, so I — 
used the driveway beside it. Up aways I had to get out and 
open a big gate, since no magic eye seemed anxious to do. 
. it for me. Then I went on up a winding road where the 
fog was somewhat lighter. It wasn’t clear by any means, | 
but I could finally see beyond my hood. 

The Simone house-seekers had been diligent enough, 
judging from the product of their efforts. They had found 
the young lady, along with whomever else might be in- 
cluded in her entourage, an entire hillside. The house was 
coming into view, and I could see that it was of the type I 
had seen in Riviera travel folders. Might have been a little 
lucky there, I suppose, but it was nice to come up with a 
French style house for a French style gal. 

The driveway ended in a circle in front of the house. I 
parked there and went up to the big, carved wood door. 
I let the knocker fall a couple of times, and waited. No 
more than a moment passed before the door was opened. A 
little gray-haired lady stood before me. “My name is Karns,” 
I said very pleasantly. “I have an appointment to photo- 
graph Miss Simone this morning.’ 

The little old lady looked extremely puzzled and rattled 
off a bunch of French words, not one of which I understood. 

“Appointment,” »I said broadly. Then I pointed to my 
wrist where most people wear a watch. “To photograph 
Miss Simone,” I said, in the same fashion. To illustrate the 
photograph part of it, I made the motion of clicking an im-. 
aginary camera. This she seemed to understand. Before 
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she slammed the door in my face, she said, “No photo- 
graphee.” 


The best thing I could think of to do at the moment was 
‘scratch my head, so I went ahead and did it. The more I 
scratched, the madder I got. If this was somebody’s idea of © 
a gag, somebody was destined for, at the minimum, a black 
eye, and no matter whose gag it was, a guy named Ned 
Crumley had one coming for free. I kicked at an innocent 
daisy growing from between the flagstones, and sulked my 
way back to the car, which was still right where Id left it 


~- some two minutes before. 


Chapter Eleven 


I was asout to slide behind the wheel, when I heard, “Oh, 
monsieur.” The only thing I could see in the fog was a 
statue of a Greek god, or maybe it was a Roman gladiator. 
At least it was a he, and he had one of those wreaths in his 
hair. But let’s face it, gladiator or god, this stone monster 
in the driveway circle could hardly belong to the voice I’'d 
heard. I made like the statue for the next moment, waiting 
for further word. Then it came again. “Please come back, 
monsieur.” 

This wasn’t the voice that had screamed “No photogra- 
phee” at me; this one was similar only in accent. I was sure 
at least nine hundred years separated the one voice from 
the other. I went back. What else could I do? 

When I found the door was still closed tightly, I began to 
wonder. Maybe the strenuous activities of the last few days 
were beginning to take their toll. Was I cracking up? 

I probably would have ended up banging my head against 
a handy wall if the voice had given up, but fortunately it 
didn’t. “I am up here, monsieur.” 

I walked down the steps to see above the overhang, and 
there she was, standing in the Frenche window upstairs. 
The window was French, the negligee she was wearing had 
to be French, and there was a French warmth exuded by her 
that cut through the fog like a polaroid lens. “May I ask, 
monsieur, who sent you?” 
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“Yes, of course. My name’s Karns. I’m staff photographer 
for Madden Publications. The appointment was arranged by 
Ned Crumley of the Noyes-Slutzker Agency.” 

“But there must be some meestake,” she insisted. “I 
talked to Meester Crumley thees morning. He say the ap- 
pointment ees next week.” 


“T can’t understand that, Miss Simone,” I said. “He knew : 


I was coming out this morning. I talked to him too.” 

“IT come down, no?” 

“Yes, please,” I said. God, was I being courteous. 

The little old lady let me in and directed me along the 
tiled floor of the foyer, past the spiral staircase to an inner 
door. She opened it, and invited, “Entrez, monsieur.” 

I entréed and heard the door close behind. Ahead of me, 
curled up picturesquely on a big plaid-covered couch, was 
my assignment. Beyond her was a fireplace which housed a 
conservative foggy-morning blaze. Beside the arm of the 
couch was a tray of liquor. She studied me to the point of 
embarrassment. She was much tinier than I had imagined, 
and her hair was black and tousled. “Please sit,” she invited. 

I started for an opposite chair, but she patted the couch. 
“No, here,” she said insistently. “I hate to shout, and besides 
eet ees much more comfortable.” I sat down and she still 
stared. She lifted a wine glass from the end table. “I hope 
you don’t theenk me an . . . how you say... _ackloholic?” 

“Alcoholic,” I corrected. “No, of course not.” 

“Eet’s just that for some reason I can’t seem to get warm 
thees morning.” 

“It is a kind of a nasty morning at that,” I agreed. 

“Please join me,” she said, and before I could say no, she 
was pouring. 

“Eet’s just sherry,” she said, ending the debate. 

I accepted the glass, and took a courtesy swig. It was just 
sherry, like she said, but even my untrained taste buds could 
tell it was right expensive sherry. Didn’t taste bad at all— 
even at ten in the morning. I even’ mentioned how good it 
was. 

I was courteous with a second sip, and then I felt another 
long stare coming my way. “You are a photographair?” she 
questioned. ; 
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“Uh-huh,” I said; polishing off the contents of the dainty 
glass. 

“Thees cannot be.” 

“Why not?” I questioned, feeling much more at ease. 

“You just are not the photographair type. I have known 
photographairs by the millions. They and you are very deef- 
ferent.” 

Then she took my hand in hers and inspected it. “There, 
that proves it,” she said, clapping her other hand on top 
of mine. “You wear no brown stains.” 

“T know quite a few photographers who don’t have de- 
veloper stains on their fingers,” I said, enjoying the dis- 
tinction she was giving me. 

“When you came in the door,” she said, “I looked you all 
over. You are tall, strong, and handsome. Young, too.” 

Now what the hell’s a guy going to answer to that? I 
just Sort of grinned. 

She poured me another drink, and filled her own dead 
glass. She handed mine to me saying, “A toast to us.” 

I drank to that. Then she said, “A toast to taking wonder- 
ful photographs of me.” 

I drank to that and another was dead. She then rose with- 
out any obvious trouble, and said, “We take some cheese- 
cake, no?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

oo have more wine, and I go put the cheese on the 
cake. 

I did have another quick one, just to catch up. Then I 
went to the car, careful to leave the door ajar, in case the 
~ little old lady didn’t want to let me back in. I took the 
Hasselblad out of the front seat, and grabbed a flash gun 
from the Rollei case in the trunk. I was back inside our 
little cozy room before she returned. When she did, I almost 
dropped the catcher-upper I was having. “Ees thees cheesy 
enough?” she asked. 

“Yup,” I said, trading in my “uh-huhs.” “Thees ees for— 
I mean this is for publication, you know.” 

“But of course,” she said. 

I didn’t know if Madden would accept them, but’ you 
could bet your bottom bikini I was going to take them, and 
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speaking of bikinis, what she was “wearing was sort of a 
bikini-minus. Actually, what it consisted of was three printed 
silk scarves, one of them faintly covering the hill and dale 
area above, and two more knotted together on each side 
of her slender, but oh-so-maddening hips. My thinking was 
becoming a little fogged at this point, what with all the 
catcher-uppers, but to try dreaming up an adequate de- 
scription of this type of garment without being out and out 
uncouth would be a problem to even the most articulate. 
Suffice it to_say that the young lady’s costume was awfully 
saucy. Awfully saucy indeed. 

I said, “Shall we beach it?” 

She gave me a big affirmative nod, so we were practically 
on the way. I say practically because she detoured to the 
liquor tray. She inspected the bottle we’d been working on, 
but upon seeing its meager contents, she traded it for the 
full jug beside it. It didn’t matter to her that this one was 
full of Pernod, and come to think of it, at this stage it didn’t 
particularly matter to me either. 

She led the way through a long yard cluttered with patio 
furniture, and to the steps that led to the beach. It was here 
that I realized that Miss Simone had her own private cliff, 
too. A crisscross of tired-looking wooden steps hugged 
close to the jagged rock for at least a couple of hundred 
feet straight down. She danced down them like a Russian 
ballerina: I danced down them behind her, more in the 
spirit of Russian roulette. When I started I felt a nervous 
quivering in my stomach, but it stopped by the time I was 
halfway down. That was where the trembling began. 

I had about fifty steps remaining when I chanced a daring 
glance below. I saw her standing on the sand, in a tantalizing 
pose, with legs spread far apart and fists on hips. “Why so 
slow, cherie?” she called, looking up at me. 

I didn’t want to raise my voice, fearing a sudden change 
of rhythm might finish the ungluing process, so I just con- 
tinued. earnestly on my somber, if not sober, descent. I 
was braver by the time I'd chewed up about thirty more 
planks. A fall from here would probably do little more than 
merely break my neck. 

“Sorry I’m late,” I rasped out. “I took time out to look for 
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your decompression chamber up there aways.” 

She didn’t know what I was talking about, but she had 
the problem of language as an excuse. ; 

“Well,” she said, looking about. “How you like my 
private beach?” 

“It’s private, all right,” I agreed. “Who besides mountain 
goats and idiots would be fool enough to chance it?” 

“You know,” she said, lifting her arm to the fog, “I no 
longer am cold. It must be that I had too much clothes on 
before. I am not accustomed to that.” 

“Shall we get to the business at hand?” I thought it best 


to suggest. I took the camera case down and started putting 


things together. She picked up the bottle from where it was 
momentarily resting, and bit the cork out of it with her 
teeth. 

“A toast,” she demanded. “To the business at hand.” 

We were off again. I drank to that without much of a 
fight, and clicked my camera at her now and then between 
the toasts that followed. I had been more meticulous on 
assignments in the past, but I had a stinking feeling I was 
coming up with some smashers today. Of course, that feeling 


_ might have been because I was stinking. The results would 


be something I would have to wait to determine. She was a 
great model to work with, and even suggested poses I'd 
never before thought of; but let’s be sensible, it took a model 


like her to do them justice. 


I took a turn at the Pernod as Desirée set up her next 
shot. Wow, what an assignment! Remember, I get money 
for this stuff, too. She lay face down on the sand, untied the 
upper scarf and spread it out under her. After I-made the 
shot, she bounced back to her feet. She did, but the scarf 
didn’t. It was at this point that I was absolutely sure that 
Desirée was tanned all over. She casually dipped a hand 
down and scooped up the abandoned scarf, and tossed it 
over her shoulder. A finger kind of picked at her teeth as 
she meditated. “Let us see,” she mused aloud. “What should 
we do now?” 

I had a hell of a suggestion to make, but took a quick 
swig of the Pernod instead. We finally ended up on a rock 
that jutted over the choppy surf. I caught the corner of 
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the rock in the foreground, with her holding the filmy scarf 
in front of most of the area the scarf had formerly covered. I 
got this one, but she suggested a closer one of the same thing. 
She advanced, and to get all of her in I had to back away 
some. Some was enough. The next time I saw Desirée, I had 
to wait for the foam to clear out of my eyes. This time she 
was about ten feet above me, peering over the rock we had 
at one time shared. 

My only thought at the moment was the Hasselblad, and 
I splashed out of the drink expecting the:worst. I breathed 
much easier when I found it still on the rock, scuffed up a | 
bit, but seemingly intact. I wasn’t sure whether my major con-. 
cern was for the five hundred dollar investment the camera 
represented, or for the exposed film it contained. Either way, 
all was well, and we were hugging each other and laughing 
like hell. My Forstmann slacks were shot, but so what? 

This was one: of those rare days at the beach when the 
fog just wasn’t going to lift, so when she suggested we go 
back to the house and get me dried off, I went along with 
the idea. If it had been a trifle warmer, I’d have been happy 
where I was. 

Going up the rickety steps wasn’t nearly as thrilling as 
going down, so I made it without the shakes. I was careful, 
however, not to glance behind. 

The fire was still working in the den, and it felt pretty 
good to me, but Desirée didn’t seem to have any need for 
it. She still wore her upper scarf in her hand, but tossed 
it away entirely when she undid my belt and zipper. I was 
perfectly capable of doing all this myself, mind you, but I 
guess I was just overwhelmed by her aggressive innocence. 
Well, innocence probably isn’t exactly the word, but I mean 
- she seemed concerned only with getting my wet clothes off. 
And, too, it was somewhat of a novelty, but, frankly, a little 
embarrassing, even in my Pernod- and wine-fortified con- 
dition. The embarrassment became more acute when she 
insisted the shorts go with the pants, but since my Lacoste 
shirt afforded a generous degree of modesty in its extra 
length, I went along. I did draw the line when she started 
eying the shirt. That, by God, was going to stay. 

About now, the little old lady walked in, and I could 
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feel my skin change from icy white to flaming pick. There I 
was, without pants, standing horribly close to a doll with 
nothing on up above. My reflexes had me leaping behind the 
couch, but I caught myself when I saw that the woman paid 
no attention to me whatever. 

Desirée rattled something at her in French, and handed 
her the wet clothes. The woman then left the room without 
even batting an eye. Desirée looked me over for a second, 
and then left the room herself. In a moment she returned 


_ with a big blanket. “You modest Americans,” she said. “Now 


give me your wet shirt, no?” 

I stood there, like an adolescent girl getting her first 
grown-up physical, until she turned away. Then I pulled off 
the wet shirt, and took the shoes and socks off for good 


. measure. That was after I was sure the blanket was arranged 


properly. 

As I spread the things on a chair in front of the fire, I said, 
“You have quite a discreet maid there, haven’t you?” 

“Maid?” 

“The little gray-haired lady. a 

“Thees ees no maid, silly,” she corrected. “Thees ees my 
mother.” . 

My God, these Rreschl was my startled reaction. Her 


- mother yet! 


Desirée sat down beside me on the couch, took my face 
in her petite fingers, and lightly kissed my lips. She paused, 
smiling at me, and then reached under my blanket and dug 
her nails into my back. The kiss that came presently was 
decidedly of the scorching variety. I had no choice but to 
scorch back at her. Then she said, “We do eet now, no?” 

“Tt—what?” 

““Eet,” she repeated. “What ees the American word for eet?” 

“Drink?” I said quickly, reaching for a bottle. “You mean 
you want a drink?” 

“You know what eet ees that I want,” she said, pawing. 
“You are much too virile to be such a baby.” 

“What about your mother?” 

“Pooh! She was not borned yesterday. Anyway, thees ees 
not her beesiness.” 

Now believe me, I’m not really as naive as this situation 
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made me act, but only another man could understand my 
feelings. The broad was just too damned aggressive. I wasn’t 
about to submit to rape . . . I repeat, I wasn’t about to... 
I really wasn’t, but this gal’s campaign was a dilly. There I 
was, submitting sure as hell. The blanket would have been 
wherever Desirée wanted it in another moment, but a noise - 
broke the spell. I looked around and then there was a flash. 
The kind of flash I was very familiar with, but on this oc- 
casion I was on the wrong end of it. 

I threw Desirée aside and grabbed the blanket. A lot of 
good it did me now. The man with the camera was already 
on his way out, and two buddies of his were following. 
I knew all three, but my identification of one of them made 
me sick inside. One of them was Skink, another was his goon 
pal Max, but the man with the camera was my trusted friend, 
Harry Mackey. 

Desirée was looking chilled again as she huddled in the 
corner of the couch. “What does eet mean?” she gasped. 
“Who are‘these people? Why do you do thees to me?” 

“Why do I—” I was halfway to the door, but came back. 
I couldn’t pursue the trio very far in this outfit anyway. 
“What the hell are you talking about?” 

She sobbed, “Ees eet blackmail? Ees thees what you are 
after?” 

“T would say it was blackmail, all right,” I agreed. “But 
you know damn well who the victim’s going to be, don’t 
youP” 

“TI do not understand,” she said. 

“J didn’t think you would,” I snapped. “Tell me, do the 
French refer to it as the badger game too?” 

“What ees thees badgair?” she asked convincingly. “You 
speak much too fast.” 
“Badgair game,” I mocked, “is when a snug little love 
nest is arranged for purposes of blackmail. And I got a flash 

for you and your playmates, baby—it just won’t take.” 

“How do you dare speak to me thees way!” she screamed 
indignantly. “Eet ees I who have much to lose. Who are you? 
Nothing but a peasant photographair!” © 

I gritted my teeth, hoping to hold back a-bunch of re- 
grettable remarks. Even now, I didn’t want to say what I 
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was really thinking. Instead, I said, “It’s been nice getting 
to know you, mademoiselle. Now get my clothes.” 

“Do not geeve me orders, you peeg!” she said nastily. 

As I walked toward her, I felt a vein swell in my temple. 
It felt like it would burst. Something had to give, I knew 
that. I was glad it turned out to be my temper. I grabbed 
her black tousled hair and pulled her to her feet. I bent 
her head back as far as it would go without snapping. “Get 
my clothes!” I repeated. This time she seemed convinced 
that I meant it. She half trotted out of the room. I watched 
her bare backside as she went. Somehow, it didn’t look so 


_ good to me any more. 


In less than a minute she came back with my clothes. The 
shorts were almost dry. The trousers were warm, but still 
damp. Her mother must have-been trying to iron them dry. 
I put the shirt on, but since the socks were still dripping, I 
put the loafers on without them. Desirée seemed to have lost 
interest in me also, because she whimpered into her dis- 
carded bikini as I dressed. I took my camera case, and left 
without even a bon jour. 


‘Chapter Twelve 


THE FoG was plenty bad. Much worse than it had been 
earlier, and I sure as hell wasn’t in any better shape my- 


self. 


I tried to keep my mind off Harry’s participation in the 
little drama. I didn’t want to start hating him yet. Maybe 
he had a good reason for what he did. I couldn’t imagine 
what it could possibly be, unless it was a sudden need for 
money. Harry was the type of person who never went into 
his personal affairs much. Maybe he was supporting a mother 
and nineteen brothers and sisters or something. 

There were a lot of things I couldn’t understand about the 
mess, but I was sure some of these matters would be 
cleared up by Lister when he held the photo over me. I 
wondered, for instance, what immunized Desirée from cen- 
sure in the bit. Why would a star of her stature strip down 
for a blackmail picture with a peasant (as she put it) like 
me? There was some angle there. 
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Of course, Desirée insisted she was innocent of any trans- 
gression, -and in complete honesty I would have to admit 
this possibility. It was a possibility, but I wasn’t buying it yet. 
If later on she was proved innocent, then I would toss her 
an apology; but not yet. She was too careful to make me 
think she didn’t know about the appointment. The liquor 
was laid on me too forcibly. The engineering of my dip in 
the drink was too obvious, and then there was the blatant 
way she undressed me. I was naively unaware of it while 
it was going on, but it was clear-cut enough to me now. 

However, these were side curiosities on my part; the big 
enigma was why the hell Lister would be so sure I would 
give a damn if I was photographed with a gorgeous movie 
star. I had no wife and family to protect ... ; 

My meditation had reached about this point when I heard 
the engine. It came up suddenly beside me. I had noticed 
headlights a close distance behind, but it didn’t seem un- 
usual for another car to be following so closely in this kind 

. of fog. But it did seem unusual that the car would speed up | 
so suddenly, and to such a rate of speed. As the car came 
to the side of mine, it was much too close. When its middle 
was about even with my front fender, it swooped in. I left © 
the road as it sped on down the highway. I hit the brakes 
and tried righting my direction. This, by the way, was no 
simple maneuver, considering that I could see no more than 
six or eight feet ahead. I had been guided by the white 
line until I left the road, but now everything looked the 
same. I finally brought the Bird to a stop, and breathed a 
big fat sigh of relief. What, I wondered, was in store for me 
next? 

This had been no accidental nudge, I was sure of that, and 
I was also sure that the car that did the nudging looked 
familiar. Why, I couldn’t tell, because it had all happened 
so quickly I scarcely got even a look. But all the same some-. 
thing seemed to ring a bell. The car was black, I knew that. 
Somehow, the remaining details would have to be brought 
out of my subconscious. 

If Lister engineered this little episode, it was just adding 
paradox to paradox. Why would he engage in the badger 
game with me as the object, and then try to kill me? The 
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hardest person in the world to blackmail is a dead one. 
They just don’t seem to care. If there was a big open field be- 
side where I was forced off the road, I could figure Lister was 
trying to scare me, but after a short (and I mean short) in- 
spection tour, I saw that another three feet to the right 
and I'd have been getting a big unwanted wash job by now. 
It was at this distance from where I stopped that a giant- 
sized cliff started. 

When I took to the road again, I settled for half the 
speed I’d been making before. This had me traveling the 
-fifteen-or-so miles into Pacific Palisades in an hour and a 
half, but I'll give an hour and a half any time as a choice 
over eternity. The remaining ride from the Palisades into 


the office was a twenty-five minute breeze. The dashboard 


> 


id 
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| 


clock said three as I eased into the alley parking place. 


The studio was locked up, and Rickie had gone, but: ~ 


this was the usual procedure. She usually finished up what- 
ever she had to do, and then, if the Madden office had 
nothing else in mind for her, she was free to go home. 
I went up to the apartment to use my private phone to 
call the poor man’s receptionist. This time it was Millie. She 
- gave me a list of the calls I had had, and when none of 
them seemed important, I told her to call the private number 
if Lister called, and to hell with anyone else. I was going 
to grab an hour or two of sleep, because I was afraid it would 
kill me if I didn’t. I tossed together a peanut-butter sand- 
wich, and took a bite or two as I lay down on the bed. 
I must have been more tired than hungry, because thoughts 
ended about there. 


I was dreaming something about walking down Vine Street 
naked, when the phone bell shook me out of it. When this 
happened, the little hand on my alarm clock was pointing 
to five. The voice coming over the Bell invention belonged 
to Bernice, the poor man’s secretary who came on at four. 
She said, “Millie said you wanted to talk to a Mr. Lister.” 

“That’s right, honey.” 

“He’s on your other phone now, Mr. Karns.” 

I hung up the private phone, and lifted the receiver on the 
office extension. “Karns here.” 
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“How are you, kid?” he said, sounding pleased. “Hear 
you got your picture taken today.” 

“News does travel, doesn’t it?” 

“Now here’s the dope, kid,” he said seriously. “You got till 
midnight to bring me the records you stole. Bring them to 
the store on Vine. Otherwise, the police and Madden Pub- 
lications get copies of your sexsational picture.” 

“What’s the deal, Lister?” I asked. “Why would a star . 
.of Desirée’s caliber go for a deal like this?” 

“Well, to level with you, kid,” he said, “she didn’t have 
a choice. But she really has damn little to lose.” 

“How’s that? It would seem to me that she has plenty 
to lose.” 

“Naw, if anything it would help her career. Public opin- 
ion would be in her favor.” 

“How so?” 

“Well, people are funny that way. They always feel sorry 
for a girl who gets raped.” 

“Raped?” I said, not believing what I'd heard. “Did you 
say rape?” 

“Sure. What do you call it?” 

“Did the photograph show her struggles?” I asked. “In 
fact, nothing actually happened.” 

“Well, it happened if she said it did . . . and if it hap- 
pened, it’s rape.” : 

“T don’t follow you.” 

“The girl’s a baby, kid—only seventeen years. old. We can_ 
prove it, by the way. Yep, it’s rape all right. It’s rape auto- 
matically—statutory rape. Midnight, kid . don’t forget.” 

He hung up then, and I started to sweat. ‘Who would ever 
believe that Desirée Simone was only seventeen. God, 
she had been in pictures for three or four years... in 
France, of course, but still . . . seventeen years old. I had 
a sickening hunch that if Lister said he could prove it, he 
could. Otherwise, what would be the point of the whole bit? 
That was the angle he was working, and I could just see 
the angle the papers would give it: “Poor little French girl 
raped by Hollywood wolf after just a few days in our 
country.” I was sure too that Lister and Desirée could be 
counted on to dream up a dandy little story of how it all 
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transpired. I was sick. 

If I did hand over those records, which, rs the way, I 
would have to get first, I had a nasty little hunch that my 
life would be worth about as much as my career would be 
if I didn’t.. I called Bob Snyder. One thing I had to do, for 
sure, was get my nervous mitts on those records. This came 
first. “Hi, Bob,” I said when he answered. 

“Hi, pal,” he said, sounding as though he was eating 
something. “How'd it go today?” 

“Christ, that’s a book-length yarn,” I said. “My big prob- 
lem now is how to get onto the Kelvin ranch. Unobserved, 
that is. Got any ideas?” 

“Tomorrow soon enough?” he suggested. “I could prob- 
ably sneak you in then. Of course, they’re shooting tonight 
if it’s really urgent.” 

“They're shooting tonight?” I exclaimed. This was too good 
to be true. 

“Yeah, they’re winding up the picture. Tonight should do 
it.” 

“Tll be over in fifteen minutes. By the way, save me some 
of whatever you're eating.” 

“But, Bret,” he pleaded. “I’ve got plans tonight. Isn’t to- 
morrow good enough?” 

“You'll have to change those plans, friend,” I said. “Un- 
less you want to risk the most important life in the world 
—mine!” 

y “Okay,” he said, not sounding happy. “I'll see what I can 
Or 

I didn’t time myself, but I rolled up to Bob’s apartment 
building as fast as the dinner-hour traffic rush allowed. Bob 
came to the door looking like Chef Milani after somebody 
. tossed a bar of soap into his prize spaghetti sauce. 

“Oh, God, if you only knew what you've done to me,” he 
said disconsolately. “You ever watch the Biff Magnin show 
on Channel Three?” 

“Nope, never watch TV. Why?” 

“Well, there’s a doll on the show who dances. Her name’s 
Nancy Beyers. I’ve been trying to set this up for six months. 
All this is for her.” 

He waved his arm toward the lavish candlelit table. I 
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’ felt like a heel. “Look, friend,” I said. “I didn’t know your 


engagement was this important. Tll get in there somehow.” 


“Too late,” he sighed. ipirrcoped broke the date. Didn’t . 


know she’d get so sore though.” 

“God, that’s a shame, Bob. I'm really sorry, no kidding.” 

“Ah, the hell with it.” He said, shaking out of it. “She was 
just out for my beef Stroganoff anyway. I don’t think she 
dug me too much.” 

“Beef Stroganoff?” I said. “How did you know it’s my 
favorite dish?” 

I hit Bob with my story as we waded through his epicurer 
an masterpiece. This guy could cook. I’d have to interrupt his 
dates more often. 

I figured something was strange when you told me about 
the assignment,” he said when I wound up the tale. “I didn’t 
want to act like an alarmist though.” 

“Well, I’m going to see that Crumley again damn soon, 
but right now what do you say we hit the ranch?” 

“If Nancy were here she’d do the dishes,” he said eee 
“Well, you can’t expect too much of a good thing,” 
answered. “After all look at the kind of company you're 

getting.” 

“Yeah, I am,” he said, not ecstatic at all. 


Chapter Thirteen 


We TOOK BOTH CARS as far as. Chatsworth. I didn’t know 


what might transpire, and I didn’t want to be stranded like 
that night with Holly. Chatsworth wasn’t the easiest place 
in the world to get out of without a car, and I wanted to be 
prepared. I parked the Bird behind the gas station at the cor- 
ner of Devonshire and Topango. Then I got into Bob’s car 
and got down on the floor in the back seat. He tossed a 
blanket on top of me. He had already called Susan before I 
showed at his apartment, so a pass was awaiting him at the 
gate. When he gave me a tap, I saw that he had parked at 
the far side of the sound stage, where we'd ended up the 
day before when the spotlight missed its aim. 

“What are you going to do?” he said. “You shouldn’t ie 
seen inside.” 
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“Pye already thought of that,” I said. “But first I wonder 
about those wild beasts they turned loose when I came 
_ out here the first time. I know there was a fence between 
them and the place they kept me prisoner, but where do they 
roam otherwise?” 

“J don’t think they can even get onto the grounds of the 
Kelvin home,” Bob said. “There’s a kennel off the road, up 
near the gate. The grounds around the house are all fenced 
off from there. I think they’re used to guard the studio area.” 

“Hope you're right,” I said. “Now what I'd like you to do 
. is go in and steal me one of those sarong deals the men are 
wearing in this bomb, and also some of that dark make-up.” 

“You're kidding!” he yelped. He went into the sound stage 
through the door near the car. He acted as though I'd made 
a big joke. I thought I might last longer around the place if 
I sort of blended in with the surroundings, and the surround- 
ings were alive with sarong-clad lads. 

While I awaited for Bob, I took in all the activity in this 
end of the lot. What I saw was commonplace enough, with 

actors and work crews scurrying around, but it was what I 

didn’t see that had me wondering. The low ranch building 
across from where we were parked had a lighted room. The 
room with the light on seemed to be in just about the right 
area to be Kelvin’s office. I was just about to go over and 
chance a prowl when long-lost Bob returned. He had all 
sorts of goodies with him. 

“Here’s your sarong, gorgeous,” he clowned. “Hope you 
like the posies on it; it was the prettiest one I could find. 
Then we have Max Factor’s darkest shade of pancake . . 

I know you like ‘a deep tan.” 

“Never mind the details, just hand it over.” 

Bob kept an eye out while I changed into the sarong. 
When I got the thing wound up, in what seemed to me 
like a reasonable condition, I hsst to Bob to lend a hand 
with the make-up. “How does this damn thing look?” I 
asked him. 

“Whee!” he gasped. “Would you ever be a smash at 
Laguna Beach.” : 

“Shut up and get this stuff on my back,” I said, handing 
him the sponge. 


Wane 
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We could have done the job in half the time without 
Snyder’s comedian tendencies, but since I’d enticed him 
away from his big evening, I felt the least I could do was 
let him enjoy himself. The final make-up job couldn’t have 
been very even, but since I had no bright places on my itin- 
erary, I let it pass. “First of all,” I said, “I want to check. 
the light in yonder window. I'll be right back.” 

I got out of the car and started across the open space in 
confident barefoot strides. After about three steps the sharp- 
ness of the driveway cinders registered on my brain, and I 
went into a little dance step that Snyder thought was hilar- 
ious. His muffled guffaws prompted me to gesticulate for 
quiet. I crossed the rest of the distance a little more care- 
fully. 

I settled for the rear of the building, since the front was 
a little too brightly lighted for successful eavesdropping. The 
only trouble was that the rear side didn’t have much to 
offer. There was a partially opened window, but the room 
it opened into was completely in darkness. In the light from 
outside I could see the room had a studio couch, a couple of 
chairs, and what looked like some bookshelves. I could see 
three doors, one of which had to lead into the room from 
which the light was coming. Well, I said to myself. Here I 
go again. 

With this as a preface, I slid the window to a life-sized 
opening, and hoisted two hundred pounds of life up and 
through it. I’d have felt a little better if the room had an 
outside door, but then one can’t have everything, can one? I 
made my entrance quietly enough to feel confident that I 
hadn’t been heard, and stepped lightly across the thick 
rug, appreciating its improvement over the cinders outside. ~ 

The trouble I had just gone to was rewarded by a voice 
I could hear very clearly from behind the middle door. When 
I came into range, the voice was saying, “Well, why did 
you trust the guy in the first place?” Then a following si- 
lence indicated that I was tuned in on one side of a tele- 
phone conversation. Next the voice said, “I think you're 
out of your mind, that’s what I think. Things are bad enough 
the way they are.” By the time this silence came along, I was 
sure that the voice belonged to Sam Kelvin. Whatever hap- 
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pened to good old-fashioned keyholes, anyway? “I want 
no part of it whatsoever,” Kelvin said this time. “As far as 
I’m concerned, our personal associations ended with our 
business dealings three months ago.” This pause was shorter 
than the others, and Kelvin said, “I wish to hell he would 
take the things to the police, and get it over with. As far as 
your being a three time loser, that’s your affair. Just leave 
me out of it, do you understand?” Then he said, an abrupt 
good-by, and I heard the click as the phone was returned to 
its cradle. 

“T guess you could get an. idea of his plans,” Kelvin said 
in a moment. 

“T surmised that he proposes to do away with our meddle- 


‘some friend,” a British accent answered. This had to be 


Baldwin. 
“That’s it,” Kelvin said. “He’s out of his mind.” 
“The other plan backfired?” 
“Yes,” said Kelvin. “Say, fix me a. drink, will you, Lloyd? 


I want to call the house. Deborah seemed quite upset when 


I left.” 

There I was, with my ear at the crack in the door, looking 
at the outside light reflect itself on a large cabinet. I saw 
an ice bucket, some glasses, some bottles . . . “My God!” 
I suddenly gasped to myself. “I’m in the room with the 
whisky!” 

I took a quick backward step and pressed flat against the 
wall. Baldwin opened the door halfway and I could see his 
hand groping for the light switch. Behind him, Kelvin was 
sitting on a desk with the phone in his hand. “Never mind, 
Lloyd,” he said.. “I'd better go up to the house.” 

Lloyd closed the door without looking further inside, and 
I wilted. I was feeling a little faint as I heard Kelvin say, 


. “Did you take everything to the plant today?” 


“Yes, I did,” Lloyd said. 

“IT mean everything.” 

“Tm sure nothing was forgotten,” Lloyd reassured. 

The voices were becoming fainter now. They must have 
been near the front door. “Good,” I could still hear Kelvin 
say. “Make sure everything goes.” 

After that I heard the door close. They must have left 
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the building. I sat down on Kelvin’s casting couch and won- 
dered why in the world I'd come inside this cobra’s nest 
in the first place. 

When enough time had transpired to clear the way, I left 
Sam Kelvin’s modest little business office. This time by the 
front door. Bob was walking around in nervous circles 
nearby, wondering what the hell I was doing. I explained 
what Id heard, and took him with me to the gate that went 
into the Kelvin grounds. “I’m going over this thing,” I told 
him, after seeing it was locked. “Give me a boost, .will you.” 

As he made a step with interlocked fingers, he said, “This 
falls under the classification of physical labor, you know. 
Don't... uh... go for this kind of thing at all.” 

“The “uh” marked the moment of push-off, and I made 
it over the spears neatly and adroitly. I was cognizant of 
Snyder’s chatter behind me, but fortunately I outwalked it. 
The trip through the grounds seemed twice as long after 
dark,: and for these grounds twice as long turned into a 
pretty far piece. : 

When I finally reached the garden, I tried to retrace my 
former steps. In thinking about returning for the papers, the 
possibility of it being in darkness had for some reason never 
occurred to me; but here J was and here it was. Some light 
came through the foliage, and I managed to find the gen- 
eral area where Mrs. Kelvin had been bracing the drooping 
plant. I went around the corner to the place where I'd first — 
see her, and from there started groping off the main path. 
This went on for quite a while, until I swung into a bigger, 
more spectacular encore of my earlier dance. I’d forgotten 
that the plant I was looking for -was the prickly kind. The 
cinders I objected to would have been like velvet compared 
to these things. 

I devoted a couple of minutes to removing the more de- 
termined prickles from my feet, and hoped my suppressed 
cries weren't heard by those who shouldn’t know I was 
there. The records were there where I'd left them, thank 
God. Now I could get out of this combat course disguised as 
a garden. ; 

I had tucked the papers under my arm and was just start- 
ing back when a sound met my ears. It wasn’t a people sound, 
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either. Sounded more like the ones I’d heard that night with 
Holly. Dog sounds, and these weren’t separated from me 
by any fence. They were on a direct. route toward me and 
weren't wasting time with needless barking. This time they 
were sort of gasping and growling. They gasped and growled 
and I ran and ran. I found the pond by the statue all right, 
but it was the hard way—face first. I splashed back to my 
feet, and gurgled on. 

The dogs’ pursuit, and when I say dogs I mean there were 
now several, was becoming a noisy affair. They’d catch up 
and take a nip and I'd yell. When one of these encounters 
would take place, a page or two of my valuable cargo would 
fly to the winds. The papers were flying all over the place by 
the time I reached the homestretch to the gate. Papers were 
flying, dogs were barking, growling, and snarling, and for 
the first time I heard another horrifying sound. Some kind of 
alarm system had been set off. I felt like a bank robber 
caught in a blind alley. 

Bob had to hoist me over the gate on the way in; this 
time its seven or eight feet height didn’t even slow me up. I 
merely vaulted without aid of pole. Something with teeth 


hindered my ascent somewhat, but it sure as hell didn’t ° 


stop me. Whatever it grabbed stayed there with the teeth, 
and I kept on going. When I rolled in the cinders and dust on 
the other side, I realized that what the teeth had grabbed 
was a generous helping of sarong and me. “Take this, Bob, 
and lie low.” I handed him what was left of the ledger 
sheets—a single wadded up page. 

People were running toward me from the sound stage. 
Before I took off, I said to Bob, “Get that out of here 
somehow. I'll manage alone.” 

I darted across the road into a parking area, with a healthy 
lead over my pursuers. I bypassed a Cab, a Buick, a Mer- 
cedes, and a Volvo, and picked a Chrysler to dive under. Not 
because I was prejudiced in any way, but because it took 
me the width of four cars to slow down enough to make 
the dive. The Chrysler’s underside looked pretty good to me, 
but it was only because I was there and the people weren't. 
After a while, I deduced that some of them must have given 
up the chase and gone back to work, but I was respecting 
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the ones who remained. There were about twenty cars in 
the lot, so they would have plenty of bending down to do 


-to find me. As long as I was dealing with humans, this made 


me feel rather secure. They’d soon get fed up with all that 
bending-down jazz. The dogs wouldn’t have minded the ex- 
ercise too much, but they obviously had been left behind. 
For this I was grateful. 

Just about the time I planned to make a move, I heard a 
voice call, “Lloyd?” 

The voice came from a short distance away. Then another 
voice answered, “I’m over here.” Over here was just about 
where I would have poked my head. 

“Look what I found,” Kelvin’s voice said, getting nearer. 

“What?” 

“The ledger sheets. Karns must have hidden them on the 
grounds yesterday’ when he was here.” 

“He came back for them then,” Lloyd said. 
“Fither that or he hired one of the extras to get them for 
him.” 

“Whoever it was must have gotten away,” Lloyd said. 

“Get rid of these,” Kelvin said. “I’m going inside and look 
over those extras.” 

I thought for a minute that Lloyd would remain behind 
with the sheets, but he followed after Kelvin. I’'d better 
come along with you,” he said. 

“Contact Lister,” I heard Kelvin say. “Tell him he can 
forget about his plans. Maybe he'll let it ride now that we’ve 
recovered the evidence.” 

The voices were growing faint, but I heard Lloyd say, 
“Are they all here?” 

“I'm quite sure they are,” said Kelvin. 

I should have rejoiced, I guess. Kelvin seemed satisfied 
that all his records were intact, and he was willing to try 
to call Lister off. Unfortunately, however, I didn’t believe 
Lister was that amenable. I had a nasty little nagging feel- 
ing that Lister wanted my hide now much more than he 
wanted his records, and since the records had turned up, 
oo was nothing holding him back from finishing the 
job. 

After a few more insurance minutes I figured that the area 
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had cleared enough to chance a change of scenery. I was 
skinned up plenty from the slide under the car, and my dog- 
chewed backside wasn’t feeling any better as time progressed. 


’ The man’s best friend that scored on me must have been 


the talk of the pack by this time. I hoped he was cherishing 
his trophy. I sure missed it. 

I sneaked around the perimeter of the sound stage area, 
to catch a look at the place where Bob had parked his car. 
I figured he was still around since I hadn’t heard any cars 
start up. He. probably decided that a departing vehicle would 
be too noticeable, with everybody standing at attention. 

I was right. Bob was still around. His Plymouth was in 
the same place we’d left it. I was glad to see it, too; I didn’t 
feel up to a near-nakéd walk into Chatsworth. When the 
way was clear, I edged to the car and grabbed the door 
handle. Bob hadn’t moved the car, but apparently he had 
decided to lock it up. Now what would I do? When a hur- 
ried grip passed by, I ducked down beside the car. I de- 
cided to follow his course into the stage. 

Fortunately, it was as dark on this side of the stage as 
it had been on my previous visit. The set where Susan had 
done her dance to the gods had been struck, and they 
were shooting further down the line. I had hoped to pop 
right into Susan’s dressing room, but since the shooting 
area had moved, her dressing room, which was portable, had 
been moved too. I had no choice but to edge along the 
fringe of the activity and try to get a squint of Bob. There 
were fewer people about than there had been the day be- 
fore, which should have helped me to spot him if he 
were on hand. © 

I came to a bunch of cables and trunks in a corner. I 
would have passed them, but I saw some cloth hanging out 
of one of the trunks. I opened it, and saw where Bob must 


_have picked up the sarong. At least there were several of 


them there. Another trunk had something I could use right 
away. It was a long black wig, cut into bangs. I yanked it 
on, and tied a fresh sarong deal around the tired one I had 
on. The extra one would cover my bare teeth marks, and 
the wig would do its job of making me look more ludicrous 
than ever. 


SCARLET STARLET 91 

I found Susan’s dressing room up the line aways, but ran 
into more bad luck. It, too, was locked up. I started to 
chance a closer look at the group around the shooting area, 


but froze. Coming directly toward me were Kelvin and 
‘Baldwin. 


I didn’t know what the hell I was going to do. I would. 


: 
Pe eat 


certainly arouse suspicion if I just sprinted off, and at the 


moment I didn’t feel up to a chitchat with the boys. When 
they were within about ‘twenty feet of me the direcor 
called, “Quiet on the set! We’re going to take this.” | 

“That’s me,” I said; loud enough for the boys to hear. I 
fluffed my wig, straightened my sarong, and headed toward 
the live set. 

“Places,” the assistant yelled. When he said that I joined a 
group of extras at the farthest end of the scenery. When he 
got to the word “Action” I walked around a palm tree and 
right off the far end of the set. 

“Cut, damn it!” the director himself yipped. “What the 
hell’s that extra doing over there? Hey youl” 

“Who me?” I answered meekly. 

“Get back on the set,” he snapped. “Do what we re- 
hearsed!” : 

As he yapped, I spotted Bob standing near him, waving 
his arms like an idiot. When he saw he had my attention, 
he pointed to the front door at the far end, where the car 
was parked. All eyes were on me so he had no trouble in 
making a fleet departure. 

“Okay, let’s try it again,” the director growled. 

The assistant gave the usual preliminary orders. Then the 
director said, “Roll ’em. . . . Action.” 

The scene was some kind of native uprising. A fat, 
sloppily dressed white man stood on the porch of a typical 
white man’s house in a native village. The man was holding 


_a shotgun, and when the jerk yelled “Action!” there was 


plenty of it. The extras charged the porch, and the guy with 
the gun fired into the air. I was right in the spirit of the 
thing with the other boys, but I didn’t know we were sup- 
posed to stop when he fired. I was screaming something like 

ahoo,” and jumping up and down. Everybody else was 
standing there like a bunch of goddamned statues. I couldn’t 


if 


92 SCARLET STARLET 
see any reason to stop now, so I “Yahooed” louder than ever, 


- and leaped around a little bit more. Then I charged the 


camera, leaped into the air, and thumbed my nose. After 
this, I ran off the set, leaving the director and his as- 
sistant sprawling in my wake. The poor guys were too 
startled to even yell “Cut.” I “Yahooed” all the way out the 
door and into Bob’s open car. “Let’s get the hell out of 
here!” I yelped. 

“Yahoo!” Bob replied. And it was with sadness in our 
hearts that we had to leave the enchanting land of palm 
trees and setting sun. 


Chapter Fourteen 


WHEN I PARKED the Bird in its place behind the studio, the 


‘dash clock said nine. Lots of action for so short a time. Be- 


fore I went upstairs, I had one more thing to do. I searched 
the back seat of the car until I found a brown envelope 
with some negatives in it. I dumped the negatives, put the 
ledger sheet inside, and addressed it to Ryan, care of Police 
Headquarters. Then I dropped it in the corner mailbox and 
headed for my apartment and a good hot shower. 

I was scrubbing away when the phone started ringing up 
a big storm. As I’ve said before, the phone absolutely has 
to ring when you're in the shower. ...I did say that, 
didn’t IP After toweling on the dead run, I lifted the monster 
to my ear. “Karns here.” 

“There’s a Miss Simone on the other phone, Mr. Karns. 
Do you wish to speak to her?” 

After a pause, I thanked Bernice, and lifted the other re- 


ceiver. “This is Karns,” I said coldly. 


“Yes,” the voice said. “I’ve been calling you for many 
hours. May I see you right away?” 

“What do you want?” 

“Eet ees most important, Mr. Karns.” 

“Okay. Where?” 

“I am close to your office now. I weel be there een five 
minutes.” 

She hung up without a good-by, and I started getting 
dressed. I had barely zipped the trousers when I heard the 
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rapping on the door window downstairs. It had taken her 
sag like two minutes than five. She must have been close 
ry. 

After escorting her upstairs to the apartment, I offered 
her the couch. I was running things this time, so I chose my 
leather easy chair about six feet away from her. This time 
I was taking no chances. “Any concealed cameras?” I in- 
quired. 


“I must beg you to forgive me for what happened zees - 


morning. I was going to go through with eet, but after you 
left I knew I could not.” 

“Who put you up to it?” I asked tersely. Since I had al- 
ready received the full treatment earlier in the day, I saw 
no reason to prolong this visit. 

“Een France there ees a man of the name Du Bois. Zees 
man ees one who must be feared. Een fact, while I was een 
Paris I was een constant terror at hees hands. My hope was 
to have nothing more to do weeth heem een zees country, 
but even on my first day here a man calls who says Du Bois 
told heem to watch over me. Zees man called yesterday 
and told me to do what I deed zees morning. He say eet ees 
the order of Du Bois.” 

“What was the name of the man who called your” 

“A Monsieur Leestair.” 

“Lister?” 

“Oui.” She nodded. “You are acquainted?” 

“Oui,” I said. “Beaucoup.” 

“At first I was afraid, but I change my mind. Een zees 
country I weel not be afraid.” 

As she was yakking away, I was remembering the name 
she had mentioned . . . Du Bois. It was one of the names 
on the ledger sheets. Not the one I’'d mailed to Ryan, but 
it was one I'd seen at the ranch. 

“This man in France—was it Pierre Du Bois?” 

“Oui, Pierre Du Bois,” she confirmed. 


“What was his hold over you? What business was he in?” 


“Hees beesiness was anything illegal, and lucrative,” she 
answered. “Mostly hees beesiness was women. He had, for 
one theeng, a house of—how you say? Then he dealt in 
lewd photographs. He would also supply entertainment for 
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private parties.” 
“What did he have on you?” I repeated. 
“Once when I was very young, he pick me up on zee 
street. He have photographs made, and then he sells them.” 
“Nudes, eh?” 


“Not just nudes,” she said. “Even worse. You know what 


I mean?” 

“Pornography?” 

“Oui, pornography.” 

“If youre only seventeen now, you must really have been 
young then.” 

“I was very young.” 

“Did you get the Noyes-Slutzker Agency to set up this 
morning's appointment, or did Lister?” 

“T called the agency and told them to arrange eet. They 
‘say eet must go through zee publicity office, but I have my 
way.” 

That would account for Crumley’s nervousness. I had 
been thinking that he was in with Lister, but it looked as 
though he had merely been the helpless victim of the 
Simone charm. For this I would have to excuse him. 

“Have you talked to Lister since I left your place this 
morning?” I asked. 

“No, I have not.” 

“Thanks for coming by, Miss Simone,” I said, hoping to 
cap the lid. “I appreciate it.” 

“Again . ... I am sorry,” she said. “I hope what.I have 
done weel not hurt you.” 

“TY don’t believe it will.” 

“TI go now,” she said, taking the hint. 

I took her downstairs. As I opened the front door, she 
said, “You are not so bad for an American, you know?” 

“Thanks a ton,” I said, not knowing exactly how to react 
to such a statement. 

“Some day we finish what we started, no?” 

“No!” I said hastily. Then I modified, “I mean we'll see, 
okay?” 

“Au revoir.” 

“Good-by.” 

This creature looked good even in clothes, but had you 
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have a hand torn off by a cannon cracker, you don’t pick it 
up again to see if you can finish the job—at least not with 
the same hand. I decided that in the future I would stick 
with the apple pies in preference to the crepe suzettes. 

My thoughts of apple pies led me to the phone. I figured it 
was time to find out if Rickie was speaking to me. She 
was, but a mighty cool breeze seemed to come over the wire, 
along with her few impersonal words. She let me know that 
Ryan had been trying to get me, which was nice and ro- 
mantic, but didn’t offer much besides that. I told her I'd 
buzz her again, and hung up to return Ryan’s call. 

He wasn’t easy to reach, but that was playing at par. 
When you want a cop, you can scream your larynx loose; but 
flip an innocent coin on a street comer, and you're sur- 
rounded by half a dozen of them. The boys at homicide said 
Ryan was getting some much-needed rest, and wasn’t to be 
disturbed. I had to sell some to convince them that it was 
Ryan who wanted to talk to me. They finally took my number 
and said they’d have him call back if he was interested. 

The phone rang again within a couple of minutes after I 
hung up, so Ryan must have been interested. “Where the 
hell have you been?” he greeted. “Might have known the 
only way I'd get hold of you was to fall asleep.” 

“It’s only ten,” I defended. “Not even that.” 

He failed to comment on the hour, and said, “You know a 
guy named Harry Mackey?” 

“Sure, why?” 

“Well, he’s in bad shape at Cedars of Labunte Hospital.” 

“In the hospital?” I gasped. 

“Yeah. Took a hell of a beating. Has a skull fracture, 
dislocated jaw, broken ribs. He got the works.” 

“What happened? Who did it?” 

“Don’t know. He was conscious for a while but didn’t make 
a lot.of sense. He did mention Tony Lister, but I didn’t 
get the connection. He seemed mostly concerned about you. 
Kept saying there was no film in the camera, and that he. 
was looking out for you, or something like that. Does it 
make sense to you?” 

“Yeah, it sure does,” I said. “So that’s it.” 

“What's it all about?” 
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I told Ryan all about my contacts with Lister, my meet- 
ing with Desirée, my fun out at the ranch. I told him every- 
thing I knew up to date. I also told him to expect the all- 
important ledger sheet in the morning’s mail. 

Ryan asked me if I wanted police protection, but I ‘told 
him to send some boys over to protect Lister instead. He 
was going to be the one to need protection. Ryan spouted 
all kinds of horrible threats if I didn’t stay out of the case. I 
simply told him it was too late now, and hung up. 

So, Harry had outfoxed them. He pulled a fast one on 
them, and paid the inevitable consequences. He could have 
saved himself a bunch of trouble and broken bones by just. 
telling me about the deal instead of playing it out. There 
was a possibility that he wasn’t told beforehand what the 
plan was exactly. Maybe he figured what he did was the 
only way to save me from more trouble. God bless the 
character. 

This was obviously what Kelvin was referring to when 
he said the other plan had failed. Now there was at least no 
doubt in my mind as to what plans they had for me. If I were 
lucky, maybe I could beat Lister to the punch. 

As I shut the door to the apartment, another question 
loomed in my consciousness. Was Desirée’s visit tonight part 
of an alternate plan of Lister’s? I couldn't really believe that 
it was though. If it were, would she have brought up Du 
Bois? I had a feeling that on this encounter she had played 
it straight. Time alone would tell me the answer to this 


_ question. 


I was halfway down the steps when I heard the phone 
start ringing. Thinking it was probably Ryan again, I in- 
tended to let it ring. Then when I recognized the ring as 
being from the private phone, I climbed the steps again. He 
didn’t even have that number. 

“Oh, hello, Bob,” I said, at the sound of his voice. 

“Hi,” he said. “Say, I'm over at the apartment eating 
left-over Stroganoff with Susan and—” 

“I'm in a hurry, pal,” I cut in. 

“Now just a minute,” he insisted. “Susan mentioned some- 


thing you'll probably be interested in.” 


“What's that?” 
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“Well, she says that some her sleeping pills were missing— 
about half of her prescription.” Then he said, off telephone, 
“How many was it, honey, sixP Yeah, Bret, she had a pre- 
scription for a dozen sleeping pills. Last night she was going 
to take one, and found six of them gone. Do you suppose 
Holly had any reason to end it all, and thought that six 
caps would do it?” 

“God, I don’t know,” I said. “It’s hard to tell about her. 
No word from her yet, huh?” 

“Not a word.” 


“Well, thanks, Bob. I don’t - know what to make of it, but 


I may see Ryan later and Yl pass the information on to him.” 

“Okay,” he said. “Just wanted you to know.” 

After saying good-by, I made it out of the studio without 
interruption. I gunned the Bird into a smoking getaway down 
the alley. My thoughts skipped from sleeping pills to Harry, 
to Desirée, and a few dozen other things. All of a sudden 
my thoughts focused down to a very basic level. The level 
was that of fear of death. The thing that prompted it was 
the splintering of bullet through windshield. My survival in- 
stinct had me ducking; the Thunderbird’s instinct had it 
swerving. Those combined instincts had us both coming to 
a crunching stop against a utility pole. My knee hit something 
sharp, and I knew it hurt like hell, but I also knew I had 


to move, and move fast. I climbed over the door in a hurry, © 


and crouched partly behind the pole and a handy packing 
case. Then I hoped someone would hand me a gun, but no 
one did. 

A car squealed to a stop, and feet were scrambling toward 
me. When a figure came past the packing case, and into my 
vision, I let go. I hadn’t made any elaborate plans to this 
effect, but as it turned out, I made a beautiful flying 
tackle. I felt the body grunt to the ground, and another 
reached down for me. As this one reached down, I reached 
up. I grabbed his lapels, and somehow my feet were in the 
right position to spring him back into the air. I was feeling 
around on the ground for a gun I was sure had fallen, when 
something hit my cheek. I covered my face. Then something 
dug deep into my ribs. The last blow I remember was on the 
back of the head. That was all. End of fight. 
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Chapter Fifteen 


Wuere I was I didn’t know, and for some time it didn’t seem 
to make much difference. I was lying on a floor. I figured 
that out. My one eye that would still open saw the fancy 
pattern of a worn-out rug. My face was against it. The 
pattern blurred into a kaleidoscopic maze, and I was gone 
again. Time lapsed. How much, I don’t know, but now I was 
hearing voices. I didn’t try to open my eyes; I just tried 
to listen. Even this wasn’t easy. For a while the words 
were meaningless, just words, and then they started making 
sense. 

“Looks like he’s getting ready to come out. of it,” one 
voice said. 

Another said, “Should I go ahead and finish him?” 

“Better wait for Tony. Might be some special way he 
wants it done.” 

“Take his pants off then,” the other said. “We don’t want 
him walking out of here.” 

I felt them fumbling with my shoes, and then I felt the 
pants going. There wasn’t a damned thing I could do about 
it. I thought it might be nice to get-some more sleep. I 
started to drift off, but before the next void I heard some- 
thing said about a girl. 

When I saw the rug pattern again, the room was hot. 


This time I knew I was out of it pretty much. I lifted my 


head and saw a window. Neatly framed by the window was 
my apparent roommate. Her back was to me, but even with 
one eye closed I’d know that fanny anywhere. She was wear- 
ing a cotton blouse, but from there down she was without, 
the same as I. She was without skirts, and I was without 
pants, They’d left her with sheer nylon panties, and I still 
had my shorts on. I guarantee, though, that my shorts cov- 
ered a hell of a lot more than what they'd left her with. Why 
did they even bother? 
“Hello, Holly,” I sort of groaned. “We meet again.” 


“Oh, Mr. Karns,” she said, rushing over to me. “I thought 


you were dying.” 
“What makes you so sure I’m not?” I said seriously. I had 
so many aches and pains, none could be singled out indi- 
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vidually. My knee was cut, and my right eye was swollen 
shut, among other things. My head was real sick too. 

“Where the hell are we?” I asked Holly. 

“It’s some kind of old factory or something. Maybe pottery. 
I saw lots of broken pieces of vases and things downstairs. 
They're using it to burn things.” 

“What things?” : 

“For one thing, a bunch of film. Out of those round tins, 
you know? And there was a bunch of books and things too.” 

‘See my car anywhere?” 

“Is that your Thunderbird with the side smashed in?” 

That was good news anyway. The car obviously could still 
run. “Help me up, Holly, will your” 

Holly helped me, and with a maximum of groaning I made 
it to the window. Seems I’d had a night’s sleep the hard 
way. The sun outside told me it was early a.m. Where we 
were situated was quite aways back from the road, and if 
I wasn’t mistaken the road was Sepulveda Boulevard. Holly 
confirmed that it was. It was way out into the valley. That 
was apparent from the scattered buildings. I could see my 
battered Bird in the driveway below, but other than that 
there was nothing ‘else of interest to look at. I limped to a 
worn-out couch against the wall, and eased myself into a 
sitting position. ! 

“How did you get here?” I asked Holly, and there followed 
a long, detailed account, complete with gestures, of what: 
should have taken two minutes to tell. My mind kept wander- 
ing crazily throughout this monologue, but I did manage to 
absorb the pertinent facts. It seems she'd packed up to 
leave Hollywood for good. She was trying to sell her car at 
a used car lot when Lister’s mugs got her. With no explana- 
tion, they tossed her in their car and brought her here, 
where she had remained for the last two days. I noticed a 
pile of drive-in sacks on the table, so they had at least been 
feeding her. 

“Holly,” I said, “I’m going to kill me a couple of men.” 

“But how, Mr. Karns? These men are pretty tough custom-_ 
ers. They beat up a man here last night. It was awful to 
watch. I think they might have killed him.” 

“A man?” I said. “Was his name Harry?” 


vical 
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“T don’t know his name, or at least I don’t remember. But 
it was all about something he did for you or didn’t do, or 
something.” 

“What did they say?” I said, reaching for her arm. 

“I don’t remember-—really, I don’t,” she said, trying to get 
out of my grasp. “You're hurting my arm, Mr. Karns.” 

“Tm sorry,” I said, letting her go: “That man was a friend 
of mine, Holly. That’s what he got for doing me a favor.” 

“He said he was a friend of yours, and that they just 
happened to pick the wrong man to earn the hundred 

- dollars—I remember that part.” 

“Who do you mean by ‘they’?” I asked. “Those two goons 
and Lister?” 

“IT don’t know any of them by their names,” she said hes- 
itantly. 

I rose to my wobbly feet, and grabbed Holly again. 
“Holly, you’re a goddamned liar.” 

“What do you mean?” she said, panicking. 

“I mean you know damned well who those guys are. Now 
don’t you?” 

“No, I really don’t,” she insisted, trying to squirm away. I 
threw her on the couch and stood over her. 

“Holly, by the looks of your body, nobody has tried beating 
you yet. But it’s going to be your turn if you don’t start talk- 


ing. 
_ “There’s nothing to say,” she cried. 
_ I was sure Holly didn’t believe I would push her around, 
so in the way of a mind changer I let her have a pretty 
vigorous backhand across the face. I knew damned well 
that she was acquainted with Lister, and there were other 
things she knew, too. I wanted to learn these little things and 
I didn’t have time to beg. 

Holly was crying and holding her face. I pulled her hands 
away, and said, “Want some more, Holly?” 

“No, please . . . please. I'll tell you what I know. I would 
have before, Mr. Karns, but I was afraid.” 

“You needn't be afraid now,” I said, hoping to quiet her to 
a talking level. 

“Do you promise you won't tell him what I say?” she 
prefaced. 
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“Look, if I see him, I won’t tell him anything, I guarantee.” 

“All right, then. I trust you, Mr. Karns,” she said, snif- . 
fling. “First of all, ’'m-the one who talked to you on the 
phone.” : 

“When was that?” I said, trying to' remember a phone 
conversation with her. 

“I talked to you the night of Lisle’s murder. It wasn’t 
Lisle. It was me.” 

“What? Well, I'll be damned,” I said, sitting down on 
the couch. “I had a hunch it might have been somebody 
besides Lisle, but I didn’t figure it to be you.” 

“It was me, all right,” she reassured. “Tony made me do 
it.”: 

“Then you know who killed her.” 

“I don’t know that. Honest, I don’t.” 

“Just what do you know then, Holly? Tell me everything.” 
“Everything?” she questioned. “It’s a pretty long story.” 
“Then hit the high lights. I want to know what you know 

—and I want to know it right now.” 

“Well,” she started, “Tony was real mad at Mr. Kelvin. 
There was some kind of business deal that Mr. Kelvin and 
Tony were in on together. According to Tony, Mr. Kelvin 
broke an agreement or something.” 


“What kind of deal?” I asked, as Holly sat down beside | 


me on the couch. 

“He didn’t tell me that.” 

“Go on.” 

“Well, Tony wanted to get back at Mr. Kelvin, so he 
planned to have Lisle show Mrs. Kelvin the pictures. Then 


“Hold on there,” I interrupted. “What pictures?” 

“Oh. Well, Lisle had some pictures of Mr. Kelvin and her 
together. I think she planned one time to use them to get 
money out of him.” 

“What kind of pictures?” 

“Naked pictures.” 

“Of the two of them?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“Where in the world did she get them?” 

“She was mad at Mr. Kelvin one time, so she hired a 
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private detective to take them.” 

I knew I was encouraging a digression, but these details 
were fascinating. “How did he manage that? I mean how 
did the private eye get these shots? Did he break in on 
them or what?” 

“No, I think it was some kind of special film that takes 
pictures at night. At least that’s what Lisle told me.” 

“Oh, infrared. Then Kelvin probably didn’t know any- 
thing about her having them.” 

“I don’t think he did. Lisle never did use them, because 
it was about that time he gave her the mink. I guess she—” 

“Well, tell me this. How did you end up pulling the act 
with Deborah Stark? Why not Lisle?” 

“Tony planned to use her, but she changed her mind. She 
was starting to do pretty well in pictures, and she was a- 
fraid it might hurt her chances.” 

“So Lister hooked the prints, got Lisle out of her apart- 
ment for an afternoon, and had you play the part.” 

“Uh-huh. The pictures weren't real good of Lisle, but 
they were real good of Mr. Kelvin. Lisle looked a little 
like me anyway so—” — 

“How did Lister know about the pictures in the first 


place?” 


“Well, it was Lisle who got Mr. Kelvin and Tony to- 


gether in the first place. Lisle knew Tony a long time. 


When she wanted a detective to take the pictures, she had 
Tony help her get one.” 

“I see. Then Tony knew about them from the start.” 
Having this story pretty well set in my mind, I pursued 
other lines. “How did you get Mrs. Kelvin over to the 
apartment?” 

“T called her and said Mr. Kelvin said for her to meet him 
there.” 

“What happened when she arrived?” 

“T showed her the pictures and said she should let Sam 
and I alone. I always called him Mr. Kelvin, but Tony told 
me to call him Sam because I was supposed to have— 

“Yeah, I got it. Then what?” 

“She looked them over—the pictures, I mean. Then she 
got up and left.” 
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“Just like that?” . 

“Uh-huh,” she said. “But when I was ready to leave, 
Lisle came in and saw me there with the pictures in my 
hand. Boy, did she ever get mad.” 

“What did you do?” 

“J ran,” she said. “Then I told Tony about it.” 

“What did he do?” 

“He paced back and forth for a Jong time.” 

“Where was this?” 

“Over at my apartment,” she explained. “That was where 
we were supposed to meet.” 

“Did Tony get some sleeping pills from you?” I asked. 

“Yes, how did you know?” 

“Never mind that,” I said. “Why did he want them?” 

“He said he would go over and have a drink with Lisle. 
He said he would give her the pills, to make her look dead 
drunk, and then I was supposed to call some people to see 
her that way. Then they would never believe somebody else 
pretended to be her. Do you know what I mean?” 

“T’m not so sure, but then I’ve been sick,” I said. “Tell me 
this. Why me? Why was I picked as one to be called?” : 

“Well, first of all, you would have known about Mrs. 
Kelvin. Tony didn’t know for sure how she would react, but 
he figured she would get drunk. Or maybe she wouldn’t show 
up for the premiére. He figured you could let us know that. 
Then, too, you used to know Lisle pretty well. He just 
thought you would be—” 

“Who else did you call?” 

“Just Sam Kelvin,” she said. “He just hung up when I 
told him.” 4 

“Did Lister end up killing her?” I asked sharply. 

“I really don’t know,” she said, and it sounded like she 
was telling the truth. “I asked him that too. He told me he 
didn’t.” ; 

“There are a few loose ends I'd like to tie up, but right 
now I’ve got work to do. As I said before, Holly, I’m going to 
kill me a couple of men.” 

“Won't you need a gun or something?” she. asked serious- 


ly. 
“It would help,” I assured her. 
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I opened a wall cabinet and found a couple of chipped 
plates, one cup, and, way up on the top shelf, an insect spray 
gun. I took it down and tested it against the palm of my 
hand for heaviness. It wasn’t heavy enough to dent an egg- 
plant. Then I looked in the cabinet below the sink. There I 
found a couple of old dishrags, some soap powder, a can of 
lye, and a half-used bottle of ammonia. While I ruammaged 
_ around, Holly ran off at the mouth. “Believe me,” she said, 
“these men are no gentlemen. You should have seen how—” 

“For chrissake, Holly, can it!” I yelled. 

While screaming at Holly, I was actually concentrating 
on something else. I found an old enamel basin in which I 
mixed up a batch of good old-fashioned ammonia and lye. 
After the bubbling subsided, I carefully poured the potent 
. liquid into the opening of the flit gun. Watching the swirl- 
ing cloud of vapor come out, I felt like Bela Lugosi after 
he had whipped up a mysterious death potion. 

As I wiped up some drippings from around the flit gun, I 
- asked Holly, “If you and Lister were in on this thing to- 
gether, why does he have you locked up here?” 

“He thought I was going to doublecross him, he said.” 

“Why did he think that?” 

“He wanted me to get you in the same predicament that 
Lisle and Mr. Kelvin were in.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“He wanted me to get you in bed with me, and then 
have somebody take our picture.” 

So that was the deal, I thought to myself. “What prevented 
you from doing it?” I asked. 

“Why, you know I’m a vir—” 

“Don’t say it!” I insisted. 

“T let him think I would do it, but I tried to leave town 
instead. He caught me.” 

So Holly had been cast for the part Desirée ultimately 
played. I bet Lister was glad Holly let him down, when he 
came up with the brainstorm of using Desirée. Especially 
with her being underage. It worked out pretty good for 
him. At least it did until he came up with good old Harry 


as the photographer. I bet he figured Harry would be a. 


natural for the job. Boy, was he fooled. 
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These ramblings of my mind stopped as suddenly as they 
had started. All that was required for this to happen was 
the sound of footsteps on the stairs outside. I got that sound, 
and ordered Holly to duck down on the floor. Then I took my 
place against the wall by the door, and aimed my weapon. 
The last several steps taken by these mugs seemed to take 
twenty years. Then finally the door opened up, and I 
started to pump the living hell out of the thing I was hold- 
ing. 

The poor bastards started screaming before they could say 
a word. I got Skink direct in the face. He couldn’t hang onto 
his gun with his bandaged hand, so I grabbed it and aimed 
it at Max’s mid-section, “Stop or I'll blast you, pal!” I warned. ~ 
He didn’t stop, and I did blast him, but he still kept coming. 
He held his eyes with one hand, but somehow managed to 
grab my gun hand with the other. In my condition, I wasn’t 
much competition in the muscle department, but with my 
life at stake I managed to hang on. During the ensuing strug- 
gle, the gun accidentally discharged. Its stray slug performed 
an act of mercy by ending up in the head of Skink, who 
was writhing in pain on the floor. It wasn’t more than a few 
seconds later that Max also gave up and collapsed. I guess 
the guy was dead and didn’t know it. 

“Let’s get out of here,” I said to Holly. She, looking as 
blank as ever, simply got up from the floor, walked ahead of 
me out the door, and down the steps. 


Chapter Sixteen 


Hotty was ricut. The place was a small pottery plant, and 
its big kiln was going full blast. The intense fire was work- 
ing over what it had, all right, but it didn’t have everything. 
Directly in front of the closed doors was a shuttle loaded with 
a half-dozen reels of 16mm film. Also loaded up, ready to go, 
was a pair of practically new golf shoes. Over against one 
wall was a golf bag. When I looked closer I saw that the 
bag held a beautiful set of matched woods and irons. At- 
tached to the bag was a Woodhill Country Club tag. with 
the name Sam Kelvin, This didn’t come as too much of a 
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surprise after the conversation I had heard last night between 
Kelvin and Baldwin. But there were other things that did 
puzzle me. Like what had already been burned? Why were 
they burning the films? Where were my clothes? Questions 
like that. 

When I returned to the raging kiln, I saw Holly looking 
over the items on the shuttle. “What are you looking for?” I 
asked her. 

' “J just wondered why these things are on this car.” 

“They were to be the next things burned, but have you 
noticed that these things just take up one end of the car?” 
I referred to the fact that a six foot empty area was left. 
Fire bricks had been built up all the way around it. It 
formed a rustic but effective casket. “Both of us would fit in 
there, Holly, don’t you think?” 

“Do you really think they were planning to kill us?” 

“I know damn well they were planning to kill me. You 
might have been included too, who knows.” 

Holly cringed. “Let’s get out of here,” she suggested. 

“Not a bad idea,” I agreed. “But what about something 
to.wearP” 

I picked up the reel and the shoes and placed them over 
near the double front doors. 

“Are you going to take those things?” Holly asked with 


~ concern. 


“Yes, why?” 

“Oh, nothing . . . I just wondered.” 

Holly was acting strange, but since it was who it was, I 
didn’t expect anything else. The most important issue at the 
moment was to find something to wear. In a couple of 
minutes I came up with the sport coat I had been wearing. 
It was wadded up in a ball beside some broken plaster casts 
in the corner, but my pants and Holly’s skirt weren’t to be 
found. I came across my car keys and fountain pen on a 
shelf beside some vases, which made me think the boys 
must have split up my money and burned our clothes. All 
except the coat anyway. Maybe one of the boys took a fancy 
to it, and hid it for later. 

I knew where I could get something to wear, and I told 
Holly to wait for me while I did it. I wasn’t anxious to 
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have another visit with the boys upstairs, but I had been 
without pants enough in the last day or so. I was afraid 
I'd get so I liked it this way, and the pictures I’d seen of 
women at nudist colonies just didn’t appeal to me. 

The first thing I did when I returned upstairs was to pick 
up the automatic I'd left behind. There might be another 
time that I would wish I had one of the little rascals. I put it 
in my inside coat pocket and proceeded to undress. It 
wasn’t much fun. » 

As I came back down the stairs, I said, “Here are some 
pants, Holly.” It took me about this long to see that I was 
talking to myself. Holly was gone, and so were the reels of 
film. I hurried to the door as best I could in my condition, 
and saw Holly sprinting to the street, sheer panties and all. 
Then she dropped a reel, back-tracked to pick it up, and 
was off again. I limped to the Bird, put the key in the ig- 
nition, and was thankful to feel the engine turn over. 

This Holly was, by far, the craziest broad I had ever met. 
Just where the hell did she think she was going? Especially 
dressed the way she was—or I should say undressed. It was 
clear to see that she wanted possession of those reels in a 
bad way, but her method of trying to get them wasn’t so 
clear. I pulled onto Sepulveda, and idled up to Holly, who 
was still huffing and puffing along her merry way. “Would ~ 
you like a ride, miss?” I offered courteously. 

She just kept running. Finally I gunned it, and got a little 
ahead of her. I got out and stood waiting for her. She saw 
me standing in her path, and stopped dead, a perfect picture 
of utter frustration. “Get in the car, Holly!” I said sharply. 
“Y’'m getting a little fed up with your nonsense.” 

She made a sort of whimpering sound, but obeyed. I took 
the reels out of her arms, and put them in the trunk. After 
locking it up, I tossed her the stolen pants. As I got into 

_ the car, she got into the pants. “What goes, Holly?” I ques- 
tioned. “Why are those films. so important to you?” ‘ 

“They're mine,” she pouted. “They're some movies I 
worked in a while back.” 

“But I thought you’d never worked in pictures before,” I 
said. “Anyway, those are sixteen millimeter. Regular movies 
are thirty-five. Was it for television?” 
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“No,” she said. “They're kind of tests. That’s what they 
are, screen tests.” 

“Well, why didn’t you just say so thenP Why did you grab 
them and run?” 

“Well,” she said hesitantly. “They're all I have, and I 
didn’t want you to burn them up. Every actress needs film, 
you know.” 

I looked at her blankly. What else could I do? I nodded 
my head, shrugged, and started the car. Why, I don’t quite 
know, but I automatically headed in the direction of Chats- 
worth. Holly and I exchanged no more words. 

I pulled up at the gas station where I had parked my car 
a couple of hundred years ago. This time I used the phone 
booth to call Ryan, who was easier to reach than the time 
before. “Where have you been this time?” he inquired. “We 
spent some time trying to find you.” 

“J wish to hell you had,” I said. “How’s Harry?” 

“Oh, he’s in pretty good shape now. In fact, I just got 
back from there. The big thing that’s bothering him is what 
you think of him. He said Lister hit him with a proposition 
to earn a hundred bucks the other night in fropt of the 
Mocambo. He wouldn’t tell him what the job was exactly, so, 
he figured the only way he would find that out was to go 
along with the gag. To be honest with you, I believe the 


y. 
“Oh, hell, yes. There’s no doubt about it,” I said. “I’m 

shee the old boy is worried about it, though. Look, can I call 
im 

“No, he’s not getting any calls, but I suppose I could do 
it for you.” 

“Good. Please do it, Lieutenant,” I said gratefully. “Tell 
him I knew what the deal was all the time. And tell him he 
saved me from a bunch of trouble. That ought to make him 
feel good.” 

“Yeah, all right,” he agreed. “By the way, I got the paper 
this morning. The one you sent. What’s it all about?” 

“I think I know now,” I said. “You’d better meet me at 
the Kelvin ranch.” 

“Look, I can’t just go marching in that place at will,” he 
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protested. “Have you got something important enough to 
justify a John Doe warrant?” 

“To hell with the warrant,” I said. “That alone would take 
an hour. Just get out here.” 

“Where are you now?” 

“Y'm in Chatsworth, but. Ill meet you at the ranch. Try 
the house first.” 


“Why don’t you sit tight and wait for me?” he suggested. © 


“Look, if I sit still that long, I won’t be able to make the 
call at all. I’ve had a rough night, and if I don’t keep mov- 
ing...” Then, in a change of thought, I said, “By the 
way, send a car to a building, setting back from Sepulveda, 
a little ways above Devonshire. It’s an old pottery plant. 
It’s one of the only buildings there so they won’t miss it. 
Have them pick up a pair of golf shoes. I forgot them.” 

“What? Are you out of your mind or something?” 

“You might send the coroner out with them,” I tossed in. 
“There will be a couple of bodies there too. Those I didn’t 
forget.” . 

“Bodies!” he yelled. “How the hell did they get there?” 

I was getting sick of Ryan again. Why try to explain 
anything to this idiotP I ended our little conversation by 
hanging up. I had to hang up. Not just because I was 
getting burned up, but because I doubted if I could keep 
with it in the hot booth. x 

I staggered to the car and grabbed the door. The dizziness 


was coming on strong. I was lucky to make it in the seat, © 


before I took an involuntary respite. Chatsworth was hot 
’ country—the hottest spot in the San Fernando Valley—and 
this was far from one of its cooler days. In my present shape, 
I wasn’t taking to it so well. 

Both Hollys were looking at me rather curiously. When. 
they reduced back down to a single blurry one, I cranked the 
Bird back into business. On the way to the ranch, it sud- 
denly occurred to me that I was beginning to see a little out 
of my bashed eye. I wasn’t in such bad shape after all. 

I pulled up to the smaller gate that led to the main house, 
and got out of the car. I yanked a chain which jingled a 


series of bells along the walk. When a couple of minutes wait . 


produced no results, I yanked it again. When this racket 
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settled, I heard someone coming. It was Baldwin who came 
up the gate and inquired, veddy Britishly, “What is it you 
wish?” 

“I wish you to open this damn gate!” 

“Ym sorry, visitors are not allowed.” 

He started to turn around, but only started. “That’s what 
you think,” I said, waving the automatic at him a couple of 
times. “Open up!” 

He coughed a little, but, with complete dignity and com- 
posure, he reached into his pocket and came out with the 
key ring. In a moment I was inside pushing Holly ahead of 
me along the walk. I stopped at the place where I had 
been imprisoned the other night. 

I took the keys from Baldwin, and put Holly in the 
room I had previously occupied, Before I locked her in, I 


» took a good look around. All of the goodies that were there 


before had been removed. 
On my journey up the hill to the big house, I noticed 
that I lost Baldwin. I couldn’t have cared less. I only knew 


- that the final yards of my climb were turning into miles. 


By the time I reached the shrubbery surrounding the man- 
sion, numbness had crept over me; but instinct kept me mov- 
ing. I had probably been announced by Balwin, via’ tele- 
phone, but that was okay, too. I intended to bring this 
damned thing to a head once and for all. Either that or 
die in the attempt. As I thought about it, the latter seemed 


a pretty strong bet. 


I was getting ready to pound on the door, when it opened. 
I found myself facing a very composed and curious face. It 
belonged to Deborah Stark. Her curiosity was suddenly re- 
placed by an expression of great concern. “Why, you've 
been injured, haven’t you?” she said. “Do come in.” 

I'll have to admit that this greeting took me by complete 
surprise, but I wasn’t going to be taken in by it. “If you 
think I look injured now, you should have seen me a while 
ago,” I said coldly. Then I showed the gun. “Get over 


' there and sit down!” 


As she backed to the fancy, wood-trimmed couch, she 
said, “What’s the meaning of this?” 
~ “Do what I say,” I said, motioning with the gun. Then 
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as I wiped the sweat from my face, I asked, “Where’s 
Kelvin?” 

Sitting on the edge of the couch, she said, “Why he’s out 
riding his horse, but why should that concern you?” 

“Where’s Tony Lister?” 

“Who? Did you say Lister? I don’t believe I know that. 
name.” 
“Well, I think you do, sister,” I said, as nastily as possibly. 
She knew more that she had admitted at our last meeting — 
and I was going to get some answers. 

I didn’t know where I was going, but I was going. I ran 
my cuff over my forehead again, and started poking. around. 
One door led to a walk-in closet, another entered what I sup- 
pose Sam Kelvin would have called a damn good-sized 
library. But it wasn’t the room itself that fascinated me, it 
was the fact that half of it was covered with tarps. It was 
in the process of being redecorated. This, in a flash, explained 
the trinkets and goodies I’d found in my prison room. They 
were all furnishings of Kelvin’s study, that were removed 
to make room for the decorators, or perhaps they were re- 
moved because they were of sufficient value to keep in a safe 
place while strangers were about. That, I thought, was 
pretty funny. They lock the stuff up to keep it away from a 
couple of innocent painters, and then practically force it on 
a nosy guy like me. Boy, somebody sure did goof. 

This little joke of mine must have had me rolling in the 
aisle. It must have been a real gasser, because when I came 
out of it, I was still lying down. There was something cool 
against my head. At first I wondered if it could be a gun, 
but eventually realized that it was a wet washrag. I must 
have had this Stark dame figured all wrong, was my first 
thought, but I wasn’t so sure when I looked beyond her 
pleasant face. There was Baldwin, standing straight as 
could be, and what he was holding wasn’t a wet washrag. It 
was the automatic I had been holding a long, long time ago. 

“You need medical attention, young man,’ ” said Sam Kelvin’s 
wife. “You're not well at all.” 

“You don’t have to tell me that,” I said, “but I know one 
thing that won’t get me well, and that’s that gun painted 
in my direction.” 
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She looked around and smiled. “You can put the gun 
away, Lloyd. This young man is all right.” Then she looked 
to me. “He means well enough. He was afraid you might 
hurt me.” 

Rising to a sitting position on the couch I had been mys- 
teriously occupying, I said, “Who knows? I may have at that. 
I’m a bit confused at this stage. Or can you tell?” 

“You're the gentleman who was here the other day, 
aren’t you?” 

“Uh-huh.” 

“I guess I should have answered your question. honestly 
when you spoke of my meeting with the Lambert girl.” 

“It would have helped,” I said. 

“Tm sorry, but at that stage I really didn’t know what to 
do,” she said sincerely. “Mr. Kelvin advised that I should 
. . . Well, it’s all too late now.” 

“Do you know by now that you were talking to a girl 
named Holly Hock, and not Lisle Lambert?” 

“You mean it was mistaken identity?” 

“No, not exactly,” I tried to explain. “I mean the girl who 
was killed was Lisle Lambert, but the one you met and 
talked to was this other girl who posed as Lisle. I doubt if 
you ever met the girl who was murdered.” 

“{ don’t understand,” Mrs. Kelvin said nervously. “It’s all 


- too confusing.” 


“It’s confusing all right,” I agreed. “But we'll let it go now 
and say it was part of a plot to hurt your husband. Didn’t 
you see the papers that carried the story of the murder?” 

“No. Mr. Kelvin thought—” 

“Mr. Kelvin,” I interrupted sarcastically, “certainly is the 
protective type, isn’t he?” 

“He looks after me.” 

“Well, if he had let you see the papers the morning follow- 
ing the murder, you’d have seen that the murdered miss was 
entirely different from the one you had the little chat with. 
If this had been reported earlier, the police would probably 
have wrapped up their case by now.” 

‘Sele they discovered the girl’s murderer yet?” she 
asked. 

“No, not yet,” I said. “But they're getting close.” 
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“I didn’t do it, Mr. Karns,” she said. 

I didn’t answer. She probably didn’t, but it was a cinch 
somebody did. It might have been Lister, but then maybe 
not. I had a personal score to settle with Lister, but frank- 
ly I didn’t give a damn whether he had killed Lisle or not. I 
knew what he had done and that was enough to arouse a 
usually dormant vindictiveness in me. 

In an effort to piece together the details of the story, I 
asked Mrs. Kelvin to tell her version of how she and Holly 
got together. Her story corresponded exactly with Holly’s. She 
did go on to say, however, that she left the apartment and 
took a cab directly to the Brown Derby where she proceeded 
to get pie-eyed as quickly as possible. When Kelvin got the 
call from Lisle, or actually Holly, he knew where to go. It 
seems the Derby was first on Mrs. Kelvin’s drinking-spot list. 

She was handing me straight stuff, I felt sure, because the 
police would have checked all this out anyway. She would 
have no reason to repeat lies that had since been checked. 

“Your husband has been in some kind of racket with a guy 
named Tony Lister. Did you know that?” 

“I’m sorry, I can’t believe that, Mr. Karns,” she said. “And 
I don’t believe I’ve ever met the party you refer to as Lister.” 

“That’s enough, Karns,” Lloyd said, pointing the gun 
straight toward me. “You're coming with me.” 

I knew I wasn’t, because I was facing outside and could 


see Ryan approaching with Vinelli and a couple of officers. 


Before they made with the TV-type entrance, I said, “Give 
me the gun, Lloyd. The police are right behind you.” 

He probably wouldn’t have believed me, except that Fatso 
Ryan made enough noise on the concrete outside to alert a 
deaf mute in a sound-proof booth. When Lloyd turned at the 
sound, I had the gun. It was really that simple. 

“What’s he up to?” Ryan asked, referring to Lloyd. 

“Nothing much,” I said, giving the gun to Ryan. “He was 
just mad at me for a minute.” 

“Is Lister here?” Ryan asked. 

“T don’t know.” 

“How about Sam Kelvin?” 

“Don’t know that either,” I said. “But there’s one thing 
Tm dying to get on with.” 
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“What's that?” 

“Say, Baldwin, is there a projector around here? Sixteen 
millimeter?” 

“Yes, we have a projection room.” 

“Where?” 

“In the annex to the sound stage.” 

“Good,” I said. “Ryan, have one of your men bring my car 
to the sound stage, and follow me.” 

I handed Ryan the key, and he dispatched one of the 
officers to do the job. “What’s on your mind?” he asked. 

“You'll see.” I said. “Come on.” 

Ryan told the two officers and Vinelli to stay with Mrs. 
Kelvin, and he, Baldwin, and I walked across the grounds to 
the sound stage. 

. By the time we passed the western village, I was droop- 

ing a bit, but it was Ryan who was making with the huffing 
and puffing. He quickened his pace toward the last few 
yards of our journey. He spotted the one intact fender on my 
car, and by God it was going to be his. He lowered his well- 
weighted seat onto it, and for a fearful moment I anticipated 
the finish of this fender too. It bore up courageously under 
the strain, however, but not without emitting a series of 
horrible creaks and groans. 

“Well, what now?” he asked. 

“We're going to the movies,” I informed him, as I opened 
my car trunk. I took the reels out and motioned for Lloyd 
to lead the way. 

We filed through the sound stage. Across the stage was 
a door. Lloyd led us to it, and held it open for us. It opened 
to a hallway which was lined by several doors. The first 
door said Make-Up, and the second said Projection Room. 
That was where we stopped. 

The room was small, but very complete and very plush. 
There were about a dozen or so loge-type seats, a good-sized 
screen, and the operator worked behind the wall with peek- 
a-boo holes, just like in a movie house. “Who works the pro- 
jector?” I said. “I can if there’s no one else.” 

Lloyd said, “Allow me.” He took the cans, and Ryan 
motioned for the cop who had come along with us to go 
with Lloyd. 


EET 
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While we waited for the film to be threaded, I capsuled 
my recent experiences with Lister and his now dead friends. 
Then I took a minute to call Rickie. I had to be a little curt 
with my darling to kill her long line of questions, but I 
could smooth that over later on. There was an important 
matter on my mind and I wanted her to help me clear it up. 

When this was done and we were settled again, the 
lights went out and the show was about to begin. The 
room then became bright again from the light of the pro- 
jector, as it filled the screen with the unidentifiable blur of 
the leader. During this brief interval, before the film ac- 
tually started, I glanced back to see Lloyd settle majestically 
in a seat. He crossed his legs leisurely, and lit a cigarette 
which was extended from a six-inch holder. Then the film’ 
came into its own. It was in color, and the first shot. showed 
the navel area of a very feminine stomach, which was breath- 
ing heavily. Then the camera panned up the torso until it 
reached the girl’s exquisite breasts. There was a dissolve 
then to an extreme close-up of one breast. It filled practically 
the entire screen. Its swelling and retracting continued for 
about a four count, and then the title flashed on the screen. 
It was in French. 

The movie was absolutely unbelievable. I’d seen stag reels 
before, but never anything like this. Though it was silent, 
and the sub-titles were in French, it was a story easy to 
follow. A school marm came to town. The very prim and 
proper school marm, wearing the typical costume of the 
period, was none other than our deceased friend, Lisle Lam- 
bert. Which, by the way, came as no surprise to me after 
having seen the opening body shots. This was a body whose 
every detail would linger in any man’s memory. 

The story’s plot concerned a local cow hand’s desire’ for 
knowledge. At least that’s what he let her think until he 
managed to get her alone in a private tutoring session. At this 
point he started forcing upon her a knowledge he had al- 
ready acquired. She fought, screamed, scratched and pulled, 
but finally succumbed. In due course, she turned into a 
fairly competent scholar herself. 

When it was over, and the light went up, I looked at 
Ryan. His match was chewed down to its tip. When his 


116 SCARLET STARLET 
blood pressure dropped back to reasonable normalcy, he 


gasped, “I'll be damned!” That was all he could say, and I 


couldn’t even say that for a while. We had just seen an 
actual masterpiece in pornography. Most stag reels show 
an abundance of sex, but that’s all. This had the benefit of 
expert photography, along with the subtlety of directorial 
genius. Kelvin, by the way, could have been incriminated 
by the first shot, because the town the marm entered via 
stagecoach was the one we had. just passed on the way to 
the sound stage. But I was glad Ryan had let it roll 
through. It was something! 

Lloyd was rewinding the reel when Ryan and I entered 
the projection room. He was looking mighty pleased with 
himself. 

“Congratulations, Lloyd.” I said. “That was great direc- 
tion.” 

“Thank you,” he said, and that was all he had to say. 

“What?” exclaimed Ryan. “Did you direct that?” 

“As a matter of fact, I did,” he said proudly. 

“T figured he must have,” I said. 

I asked Lloyd to tell me the titles of the remaining films. 
He rattled off the satirical titles as he looked at each of the 
reels. When he came to the title, Sisters of Sin, I told him 
to roll it. Ryan said, “Christ, Karns. I’ve got more to do than 
watch dirty pictures all day.” 

Looking at the reel, I said, “It’s a shorter one than the 
others. Let’s take a look at it anyway.” 

When I convinced Ryan that I had a very special reason 
for wanting to see it, he grumbled a go-ahead, and Lloyd 
started threading it up. 

We watched the movie for a couple of minutes before the 
sisters came on the screen. When they did, my hunch had 
its answer. The sisters were Lisle- and her former buddy, 
Holly Hock. In the story, which Ryan let roll through, the 
sisters were daughters of a ranch owner. Each thought that 
the other was on the square side, so they would separate 
each day. One would go riding off with a cowpoke or two, 
while the other took on all comers at the bunkhouse. One day 
they got their signals crossed and learned of each others’ 
coinciding habits, so from then on they worked as a team, as 
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should always be the case with sisters. : 

“You know, Lieutenant,” I said when the lights came on. 
“I can introduce you to one of the stars of that little pro- 
duction.” 

“You know her?” 

“Know her,” I said, “Hell, it’s my old buddy, yor 
Hock.” 

“So that’s the broad.” 

“She’s here. I locked her in the room where I was held 
the other night.” 

“Let’s have a talk with her,” he said. 

He started to get up, but changed his mind when a voice 
told him not to. Told me, too, for that matter. It said, “Sit 
still, gentlemen. You're covered.” 

The voice came from the little peek-a-boo holes of the pro- 
jection room. It was Lister’s voice, and it was behind a 
double-barreled shotgun. 


Chapter Seventeen 


Ir was No TIME at all before two men and a girl joined 
us in the room. The men, of course, were Lister and Kelvin, 
and the girl had to be little Holly. 

“Lieutenant Ryan,” I said. “Let me do the honors. First 
of all, in the size forty-eight, long, the nation’s number one 
grease ball, Mr. Tony Lister.” 

“Shut up, jerky!” menaced the great Lister. 

“Thought my name was kid, kid.” 

“You're acting like a punk that wants to die,” he said, 
stepping nearer, 

“You may have something there, kid,” I said to him. “I’m 
so damned sick of being pushed around, I may just prefer 
it that way.” 

“So be it,” he said. He raised the blaster to his shoulder. 
All he had to do was squeeze the trigger. He didn’t though. 
He lowered it instead. “Too simple for you, jerky,” he said. 

“What’s the matter?” I tormented. “No guts?” Boy, I was 
really going nuts and I knew it, but there was a purpose to 
it. If I could rile the ape enough, he would have to make a- 
slip. As long as there was conversation, there was hope. The 








118 SCARLET STARLET 


only thing that had kept me alive this long was the fist I 
buried in his gut two nights ago. If he shot me, he wouldn’t 
get the chance to pay me back in full. 

Of all things to do, he handed the gun to Holly, and 
said, “Cover these bastards!” He was really gathering rocks 
in his upstairs chamber, to trust Holly with such a chore; 
but then, as I mentioned, he was mad. 

He approached me like a Roman gladiator stalking a bull, 
and so help me I was enjoying the farce. I was no more afraid 
of him than I would be of Whistler’s Mother. 

“Come on, kid,” I teased. “Come on and die.” 

I got a shot of Ryan out of the corner of my eye. He was 
doing not a damn thing but looking at me like I was a 
raving maniac. It struck me as funny. I would have laughed, 
but the next glance toward Lister checked it. He was reach- 
ing in his pocket, and what he pulled out wasn’t funny at 
all. When I was a kid, we used to call them toad stabbers, 
but whatever you might call one, it added up to the same 
thing—a big long knife. The room was very still, and I was 
sure he was ready to lunge. He didn’t though, because at this 
crucial moment a loud click came from where Holly was 
standing. All eyes went to her. She had the big gun pointed 
directly at Lister, and was looking awfully frustrated in her 
effort to discharge the thing. 

“The other trigger, Holly!” I yelled. “The other trigger!” 

There seemed to be only one shell in the gun, and she 
had pulled the wrong trigger. Lister was on his way to 
straighten her when the door burst open. It was good old 
Vinelli. “Arrest that Karns, Lieutenant!” he ordered. “He 
killed two men at a pottery plant over on Sepulv . . .” 

It took him quite awhile, but he finally realized some- 
thing was going on. Everybody was nervous by this time. 
Holly dropped the gun. It went off with a loud varoom, de- 
positing its load into one of Kelvin’s plush chairs. Cotton 
batting, excelsior, foam rubber and springs flew all over 
the place, and Lister made for the door. In fact, he made 
it out the door, with Vinelli just standing there watching 
him go by. I took off after him, but there was a slight detour 
at the hands of good old Vinelli. He let Lister go by him, but 
me he hit with a flying tackle. 
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“Vinelli, you damn fool!” Ryan yelled. “Karns is all right. 
Go get that Lister!” 

I didn’t have time to swear at Vinelli. I scrambled to my 
feet and took off. By the time we made the door into the 
stage, I was gaining steadily on Lister. He was big, but 
he didn’t seem to be built for much speed. About ten more 
steps had me within leaping range, so that’s what I did. If 
Vinelli could do it, so could I. The tackle was a beauty, and 
it took us onto the set where I had done the yahooing the 
night before. We rolled over two or three times, and I hoped 
we would stop with me on top. As was always my experience 
with roulette, the spinning stopped at the ‘wrong place. If I 
wasn’t mistaken, a ton or so of Tony was riding my stomach 
and whaling hell out of me. 

I probably would have remained in this position if it had 
been anywhere else, but both Lister and I were very much 
aware of people who were soon to appear. Lister was rushed:a 
bit in his knowledge of this fact, since he wanted to move on 
to safer places, and I was hanging on knowing he would 
soon make that big move. When he moved one big leg off 
my right arm, I gave him all I had. It was a right fist to his 
left temple. My best at this moment wasn’t at all my best 
for real, because he just blinked a little and scrambled off be- 
hind the typical white man’s house in the native village. 
It looked as though I had just lost a big fight. 

Vinelli was first on the scene, and he took off in hot 
pursuit behind the scenery. Then came Ryan, with Kelvin, 
Baldwin and Holly in tow. Ryan herded his friends up to 
where I was and didn’t seem to be worried about Vinelli 
bringing in his man. 

“You okay, Karns?” he said, standing over me. 

“Yeah, but it’s not Lister’s fault,” I said, feeling my good 
eye. The swollen one was opening pretty good by this time, 
but I-had a hunch the other one was about to close. Ryan 
looked to the porch of the house front. There was a swing 
on it, and a couple of chairs. “Go up there and sit down, all 
of you,” he said to his flock. They casually obeyed. Ryan 
followed and sat on the edge of a table facing the trio. I 
managed to move from the sand-covered floor to the bottom 
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step below all of them. Kelvin said, “This wasn’t my idea, 
Lieutenant.” 

“Whose was it?” 

“Lister's,” he said. “I didn’t know he was on the ranch 
until he came upon me at the stable with that shotgun.” 

“What was his point in busting in on us?” 

“I have no idea,” he said. “I know he wanted to get the 
film.” 5 

“There’s other evidence. Witnesses, for instance, and then 
we have a record of your sales to a Mr. Castillo in Spain. I 
think we have a case, Mr. Kelvin. But there’s more on our 
minds than your lewd movie operation. There was a murder, 
remember?” 

“J had nothing to do with that,” he said quickly. “If I could 
have gotten my hands on her, I might have—I don’t know. 
But the first I knew anything about her death was when I 
read the papers the next morning.” 

Ryan looked him over for a minute. “Well, here’s Miss 
Hock,” Ryan said, “You had a chance to get your hands on 
her, didn’t you?” 

Ryan was sounding Kelvin out, and I realized his method 
in mentioning Holly. I stood up to see Kelvin’s reaction. 
“What does she have to do with it?” Kelvin asked. 

The way he asked it convinced me, and I was sure it con- 
vinced Ryan,.too. “You,” Ryan said to Lloyd. “Where’s a 
phone around here?” 

“At the far end, near the door,” Lloyd answered. 

“Go call the house and have the officers bring Mrs. Kelvin 
over here right away.” 

Lloyd lost no time in complying with Ryan’s request. As 
he walked across the set, Vinelli and Lister came into sight. 
Lister was favoring a bloody hand. When they were close 
enough, Ryan motioned for Lister to sit on the swing beside 
Holly. “I didn’t take you for a stupid man,” Ryan said to 
Lister. “Why would you try to get away with a silly stunt 
like you pulled?” 

“T bet I know why,” I offered. “Look at him gnash his 
choppers at me and you'll know too. I made Lister mad. 
The other night I belted him, and today I exterminated his 
rats. He just couldn’t stand to see me in such good health.” 
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Lister just glared, and as I said, gnashed his teeth. Ryan 
looked at Kelvin. “What was your business relationship?” he 
asked. “Where did Lister fit in?” 

“I met Lister at a party several years ago. I brought him 
over and showed hima couple of stag films I had made. He 
became enthusiastic about them, and suggested we distribute 
them internationally. He put up the money and handled the 
distribution. Lloyd and I made the films.” 

“Why did you go for it?” Ryan asked. “You must have 
known you'd get caught sooner or later.” 

“Yes, I suppose I did,” he sighed. “Lord knows I re- 
gretted it enough: times, but frankly, I was broke. I was in 
desperate need of money and this was the answer. At least 
it seemed like it at the time. I had sold off most of my prop- 
erty when Lister came on the scene. In fact, I was down to 
this ranch and a piece of property on Sepulveda.” 

“The pottery plant?” I asked. 

“Yes.” 


“Why didn’t you sell the ranch?” Ryan questioned. “It 
alone must be worth a fortune.” 

“It is now,” he replied. “But the prices of property in 
this area were considerably lower then. I would probably 
have been able to live a year on what could be realized from 
it, but the question was, what then? What would I do when 
the year was up. I had responsibilities, and it was important 
that I keep the ranch at all costs. It was my only chance for 
recovery.” 

“I imagine that the expense of your wife’s illness alone 
has cost you a fortune through the years,” I said. 

“You can forget that!” he said sharply. “Don’t get any 
ideas that I’m in this mess because of Deborah. She had 
absolutely nothing to do with it. I was broke. I saw a chance 
to make a buck, and I took it. Let’s let it go at that.” 

I wasn’t trying to burn him up by mentioning his wife. In 
fact, I was sympathizing with him, and whether he was 
willing to admit it or not, I had a hunch that this was the 
reason he had stuck his neck out. 

“How many of these things did you guys put together, 
anyway?” Ryan asked. ; 

Kelvin hesitated a moment. He looked first at Ryan, and 
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then at Lister. Looking back to Ryan, he said, “I’m probably 
a fool to talk so much without legal advice, but I want to 
get this damn thing off my back.” 

“Fool is right!” Lister piped up angrily. “You know what 
the Internal Revenue boys will do to us?” 

“You shut up!” Ryan ordered. 

“We made well over two hundred of them,” Kelvin of- 
fered in spite of Lister’s warning. 

“What happened between you and Lister?” I asked Kel- 
vin, “What caused the split?” 

“I was determined to give it up when Deborah returned. 
In fact, I did. Patterns Of Blue was my first legitimate en- 
deavor in years. I offered to make Lister a stockholder in the 
company, but he wanted no part of it. He insisted we continue 
with the stag films.” 

“So Lister got mad,” I said, “and set up a scheme to get 
Mrs. Kelvin on the road to the hospital again.” 

Kelvin looked rather confused, and then the fierceness he 
was noted for came into his eyes. He started to rise toward 
Lister. “You . . . you did that?” he lashed out. 

Ryan had to point his .38 directly at Kelvin’s stomach to 
make him back away. “Just take it easy;” Ryan ordered. 

“Since I’m kind of involved in this mess,” I said, “I think 
Tm entitled to a small recap. Ryan, when did Lisle die?” 

“She died somewhere betweer? six and seven.” 

“Of what?” 

“The jugular vein was severed by a sharp, heavy hia 
he said. “She bled to death.” 

“And there were traces of barbiturates in her system, 
right?” 

“That’s right, but not in lethal quantities.” 

“Okay,” I said, pacing at the base of the steps. “Have you 
checked Mr. Kelvin’s activity during this time?” 

“I was with my wife in a private room at the Brown 
Derby.” 

IT looked at Ryan and he nodded in agreement. 

“So,” I went on. “In my opinion that leaves one person 
with the wrong kind of time on his hands, and I'll take it 
upon myself to outline a hypothetical chain of events. . . .” 
It was at about this time that Mrs. Kelvin was brought in. 
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I waited for things to settle down, because at this same 
time two deputies were having a consultation with Ryan. I 
saw that Ryan was examining the golf shoes. “Okay, Karns, 
go ahead,” Ryan said, sitting on the porch rail, still looking 
at the shoes. 

I was waiting now for Mrs. Kelvin’s reaction to Holly. She 
was being seated in the kind of folding canvas chair every 
movie stage has to have to be official. It should have had 
someone’s name stamped on it, but didn’t. “Do you know 
this young lady?” I asked Mrs. Kelvin, pointing to Holly. 

“Yes, she’s the one I encountered on the afternoon of the 
premiére.” 

I looked to Kelvin. He was wild-eyed again. “Holly, you 
ace WDYE. 

“Tt’s say that Lister couldn’t get Lisle to go through 
with it, so Holly stood in for her. They look enough alike to 
make it convincing.” 

“Tony made me do it,” Holly pouted. 

“Now back to what I was saying,” I said, ignoring Holly’s 
plea. “Lisle walked in on Holly, saw the pictures, added up 
two and two, and raised hell. Holly left and told Lister about 
it. Lister got six sleeping pills from Holly, went to Lisle’s, 
and fixed them both a nice cool drink.” 

“Why would she let him in if she was so burned up?” 
Ryan asked. 

“Well, she didn’t know that he engineered the bit. She 
thought Holly cooked the stew herself, so she was glad to tell 
someone her troubles. Now the drinks were exactly the same 
except that hers contained six sleeping pills. Somehow, Lisle 
got wise to the trick, stripped down, and proceeded to try 
getting the pills up before they took effect. She tried vom- 
iting, and also gave herself a series of cold showers. Lister hit 
the panic switch and grabbed the nearest weapon he could 
find, which happened to be one of the golf shoes Lieutenant 
Ryan is holding right now. With this he proceeded to beat 
Lisle Lambert to death.” 

“You know. goddamned well that’s a lie, Karns,” Lister 
denied, jumping to his feet. 

“Well, kid,” I said. “Here’s the point. When you go down- 
town, you will either be booked on suspicion of murder, or 
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for the lesser crime of making naughty shows. If you have 
anything to say, you'd better say it now.” 

“TY didn’t hit the girl at all,” he said sullenly. “I gave her 
the drink like you said, and it had the stuff in it all right. 
She had already taken a shower and was in her robe when I 
got there. I fixed her a drink. She drank it down okay, and 
while she did it she rapped Holly all. over the place for 
doublecrossing her. When she keeled over, I took her robe 
off and left the place. That’s the truth.” 

I asked Lister, “Why did you take the robe off?” 

“I just thought it would-add to the effect,” he said. “You 
know, lying naked, dead drunk.” 

Ryan asked, “Why the sleeping pillsP Did you expect that 
dose to kill her?” 

“Hell, no, I knew it wouldn’t. I wanted her to appear 
dead drunk when Karns and Kelvin saw her. Then she 
couldn’t be too éonvincing when she said someone else did 
the scene with Mrs. Kelvin.” 

“And, too,” I said, “there was the chance that someone 
else might get mad enough at her to finish the job, right?” 

“Never thought of that at all,” he said defiantly. 

I heard a commotion over by the door. One of the voices 
was of the very familiar variety. I said to Ryan, “Have them 
let her in. It’s Rickie.” 

_ Ryan called the order, and Rickie pranced across to 
where we were. “Bret, you look terrible,” she exclaimed in 
front of the audience. 

“Let’s see it,” I said. 

I took the still-wet photograph she took from her purse, 


‘and unfolded it. I had to just give it a glance to see what I 


wanted to see. I looked around then, and said to Ryan, “Isn’t 
our little gathering incomplete?” 

“What do you mean?” he questioned. Then he remembered. 
“Where’s that Baldwin?” : 

The officers scurried in different directions to come up 
with the misplaced Englishman. They searched the stage, and 
finally the two deputies joined them when their search ex- 
tended to the outside. ‘ 

“What’s it all about?” Ryan asked, referring to the photo- 


graph, 
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“Okay, here it is,” I said, handing it to Ryan. 

“It’s of the Kelvins.” 

“That’s right,” I said. Then I took the print and handed 
it to Kelvin. “This was taken the other night, just before 
Mrs. Kelvin slipped and fell. Is that Mercedes your car?” 

“Yes, it is. 
“Did a chauffeur drive you to the premiéreP” 

“No. ”? 

“Who did?” 

“Lloyd drove, why?” 

“Then you just had one. of the runners park your car for 
you?” 

“That’s correct.” 

“You said you took a cab home from the premiére—” 

“We checked that, Karns,” Ryan said for him. 

“So, who drove the car home?” 

“Lloyd stayed and waited for it to be brought over.” 

“I see,” I mused. “Now, tell me what time you received 
the call from the little actress here. I mean Holly.” 

“It was almost exactly six p.m. I remember because I was 
just leaving my attorney’s office. My call service contacted 
me as I was passing the reception desk.” 

“These times have been established?” I asked Ryan. 

“That’s right,” Ryan attested. 

“Then you went directly to the Brown Derby on Vine 
Street, where you found your wife?” - 

“Yes, directly.” 

“Then what happened?” 

“I took Deborah to a private room, where I administered 
to her. Then I had Lloyd go home to get her evening things. 
I felt I could bring her into pretty good shape by the time 
of the premiere. I wanted to avoid rumors if I could.” 

“Then Lloyd was with you all this time?” 

“Just like I said.” 

“You have a very distinctive car, Mr. Kelvin. There are 
other Mercedes phaetons, but frankly I’ve never seen one 
with a white top. Aren’t they usually black canvas?” 

“Yes, it’s custom made.” 

“Did you dispatch Lloyd to Lisle’s apartment when you 
parted company at the theater?” 
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“What do you mean?” 

“You know what I mean. You sent him over there for 
something, didn’t youP At least your car was there. I saw it.” 

“Yes,” he sighed. “I thought it best to get my belongings 
out of the apartment.” 

“Why?” 

Kelvin couldn’t look at his wife. “Well,” he started 
nervously, “I was afraid she might use them in some way. I 
didn’t know how.” 

“I believe you,” I said. “I believe you sent Lloyd to the 
apartment to get your golf clubs and shoes. I also believe you 
did it quite innocently, but I believe that Lloyd was most 
reluctant to return there. He did it though, because he didn’t 
want you to be involved in a murder committed by him.” 

Everybody, picinding Lister, was shocked as I tossed them 
that. 

“Lloyd has to be the man, Ryan,” I said. “By the way, 
where is he?” 

Ryan looked around in exasperation. I didn’t have to look 
around then because I was suddenly staring directly at 
Lloyd Baldwin. He was standing in the doorway of the 
house. The door was wide open, showing to one and all that 
our typical white man’s house in a native village was nothing 
but a lousy shell. The open door exposed the braces and 
supports that held its convincing front side in place. Rickie 
was the only other person facing Baldwin, and when she 
caught sight of the double-barreled shotgun he was toting, 


_ she let out a gasp. Then everybody saw him. 


“Don’t try it, Baldwin,” Ryan ordered, lifting his re- 
volver, 

“Don’t you, sir,” Lloyd countered, pointing his weapon. 

Vinelli, who was off to the side, started to move, but 
Lloyd said, “If your friend moves again, I'll have to shoot 
you, Lieutenant.” 

I suppose Ryan and Vinelli were speculating as to whether 
Lloyd had procured some shells for the abandoned weapon. 
At least I was, but then in all fairness to my life, I assumed 
that he had. 

_ Lloyd moved cautiously down the steps, keeping siechindl 
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- in sight, “Come, Deborah,” he said calmly. “We're leaving 
now.” 

“What do you mean, Lloyd?” she said unbelievingly. “I’m 
not going with you. Why are you doing this?” 

“T understand, my dear,” he said, smiling. “You’re so proud. 
You feel you must explain to these people, but don’t you 


understand . . . they don’t deserve explanations. They’re 
not like us. They're so coarse, so base. Even Sam doesn’t 
really know you .. . not like I do. Come now.” 


Lloyd was abreast of Deborah by this time, and he took 
her by the arm. “ll protect you, darling,” he assured. 
“Don’t be afraid.” 

She struggled a little but said nothing. “Why did you do 
it, Lloyd?” I said. 

“J had to,” he said simply. “Deborah must never be 
treated the way she was that day.” 

“But you killed the wrong person,” I said. 

“That was a shame, but I didn’t know,” he said, certainly 
not giving a good damn who he had killed. 

Lloyd -backed slowly toward the door. I said, “Before 
you leave, Lloyd, why not tell us about it. Did you do it 
after you left Kelvin at the Derby?” 

“Yes. She was lying there wallowing in alcohol. I gave 
her what she deserved.” 

He just wasn’t going to get it through his garbled brain 
that Lisle was the wrong gal. In his mind he did right no 
matter what. 

“Then you slugged me, right Lloyd?” 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Then you called the police, hoping they would find me 
there.” 

“Yes,” 

“You also dropped a light at me here at the studio, and 
later tried to force me off the coast highway. Am I right?” 

“Yes, you're right. You were always too close behind me; 
I felt you would be best off dead too.” 

“How did you know about the assignment with Desirée 
Simone? That was arranged by Lister.” 
aes mentioned it at the pottery plant when I was. 

ere.” 
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That was all the time I needed. As he slowly backed 
away from us, he was aiming himself directly into the arms 
of a deputy sheriff. When this point was reached, every- 
body started breathing again. Vinelli started the moment the 
arms locked around Lloyd. He moved Mrs. Kelvin to’ the 


side, and at once there were five men taking firm charge of - 


the demented Englishman. “No, no, Deborah, don’t let 

them. It was all for you. It’s always been that way. Darling, 

please tell them. You must have known. You had to have 
own.” 

All this was “going on as they dragged him to the door. It 
seemed suddenly awfully quiet when the thick door closed 
him from the stage. 

. The silence was broken by Mrs. Sam Kelvin. “I had no 
idea,” she said. “I didn’t know Lloyd felt that way.” 

Sam Kelvin went to her side. “It’s all right now, honey,” 
he said, embracing her. 

“Lloyd took things to that pottery plant to be burned,” I 
said, to Ryan. “That must be when he heard the boys talk- 
ing about my being set up at Desirée’s place.” 

“What's with the pottery plant?” Ryan inquired of Kelvin. 

“We shipped our films from there,” he said. “We packed 
pieces of pottery around them to get them through customs.” 

“Did Lister’s rats live in the room upstairs?” I asked. 

Kelvin nodded affirmatively, and then he asked Ryan, “I 
wonder if I might say good-by to my wife? Is that possible?” 

“Go ahead,” Ryan said, frowning. “Get the others on the 
way, Vinelli.” 

Vinelli was carrying out Ryan’s order, as Kelvin said to 
his wife, “Dear, I don’t know what to say . 

Mrs. Kelvin was seated now; and proud, implacable Sam 
Kelvin dropped to his knees beside her. I could tell he was 
crying. We were well aware of our gawking by this time, and 
all of us, including Ryan, started to leave the sound stage to 
allow the Kelvins a few last moments of privacy. 

When we were outside, Ryan was the first to comment. 
“Feel kind of sorry for them, you know that?” he said. “Can’t 
for the life of me see how a guy of his caliber would get 
into this kind of mess. Why didn’t he go to work for one of 
the big studios or something? Wouldn’t they give him a job?” 
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“It’s not quite that easy, Lieutenant,” I said. “The life of 
a top movie mogul is a little beyond the realm of our under- 
standing. With them it’s either way up or rock bottom. © 
When they're at rock bottom the secret is not to let it get 
around. They have to keep up the big front and wait for 
the breaks to eventually elevate them out of the rut. Once it 
gets around that they're down and out, they don’t stand a 
chance. The friends that they have accumulated through their 
years in the business suddenly turn into monsters with big 
teeth, who then dedicate themselves to keeping Mr. oe down 
and out where he belongs.” 

“Some racket,” Ryan said. 

Holly and Lister were being ushered to a police car by 
Vinelli and one of the officers, and while I was talking I 
noticed Holly motioning to me. When I got to her, Vinelli 
was holding the car door open, waiting for her to get in. 
“Tt’s just like I’ve always said, Mr. Karns,” she said confiden- 
tially. 

“What's that, Holly?” 

“That a good girl doesn’t stand a chance in Hollywood.” 

“Uh-huh,” I said dumbly. Then when she started to get 
in the car, I had to say, “Holly, I don’t get it. How can you 
refer to yourself as a good girl? I saw those films, remember?” 

“Why, Mr. Karns,” she said, in exasperation. “That wasn’t 
real life. That was just acting.” 

She went on her way, and I just shook my head. “There’s 
Hollywood for you,” I said to nobody at all. 

Rickie and I went outside and sat in her jalopy while 
things were being wrapped up. Finally Ryan came up to us 
with Vinelli. “Okay, Karns ... Miss Nolan,” he said, 
tipping his hand to his bare head. “You can leave now. If 
we need you for anything, we'll contact ‘your office.” 

“Fine,” I said. Then I tured and looked into the sympa- 
thetic eyes of the girl I loved. 

“Rickie,” I said, “I’ve had it. Call Cedars of Lebanon and 
ask Harry to make room for me, will you?” 

“Tll take care of you, young man,” she said. 

And you know something? I believed her. 


~ 
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